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Glossary 
 
Forbs 
A flowering non-woody plant in a grassland that is not a grass, sedge or a rush; a ‘wildflower’ 
 
Pasture  
area of land covered in grass or other low growing non-woody plants for grazing livestock 
 
 
Referred or supported volunteers  
Special needs volunteers who work at CCF having been referred by partner agencies such as 
Yooralla; these volunteers are then supported by CCF staff as the undertake farm activities 
 
(Re-)Sprigging  
Placing stolons or rhizomes of grass species into prepared bare ground so that grasses can colonise 
a given area  
 
 
Stolons/rhizomes 
Stem sections of plants that grow horizontally above or below the ground allowing plants to 
establish over a wider area; for grass species this helps them spread laterally and keep growing 
despite being mown or grazed 
 
 
Summer grasses 
Grass species that grow optimally during from late spring through to early autumn  
 
Sward 
An expanse of grass species 
 
Turf 
An area of land covered in grass, usually kept short by mowing for passive recreation or sport  
 
 
Whole-Farm Planning 
Planning the activities and lay-out of a farm in an integrated manner, with reference to the 
limitations and potential of natural resources of the local and regional environment. Strongly 
associated with encouraging farmers to design their properties in terms of a wider set of objectives 
and values than just yield.  
 
Winter grasses 
Grass species that grow optimally from mid-autumn through to early spring 
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Executive Summary 
The Collingwood Children’s Farm (CCF or the Farm) is an iconic Melbourne city/community farm 
of 20 acres on the Yarra River, founded in 1979. Its mission is providing positive opportunities and 
experiences for people with disadvantage through gardening and farming. Despite the Farm’s 
longevity and success, CCF faces challenges in maintaining positive benefits to the community and 
local environment, especially for people with disadvantage. 

Sections of the Farm have become run-down and need rejuvenation and more systematic 
maintenance regimes. The overall landscape mostly ties together well, a legacy of good design, a 
beautiful setting, and the historical inheritance of being the farm for the neighbouring Convent for 
well over a century. Despite this, elements of the Farm lack visual and thematic coherence. The 
lack of coherence is especially evident in the use of plants, gardens and general management of 
vegetation. This arguably detracts from CCF’s potential to attract visitors and to run projects and 
programs that fulfil its mission by making full use of the landscape. 

In the last two years, the Farm, under new Manager, Conor Hickey, and its 12 member Committee 
of Management (CoM) have begun rationalising its operations and reaching out to networks and 
partners to help the CCF renew its vision, building on the successes of the past.  

Context for this Report 
In January 2019, I was contacted by CCF Manager, Conor Hickey to provide advice on creating an 
integrated approach for the CCF landscape, with a focus on gardens and vegetation. The brief was 
to help revitalise and energise the Farm by producing a Landscape Management Plan. The brief, 
however, changed as the consultation process developed. While this report still retains features of 
a Plan, what is presented here is deliberately less prescriptive or straightforward than a 
conventional Landscape Management Plan.  

Aim of this Report 
The aim of this report is to provide an overview of key landscape issues facing the Farm, with an 
outline of recommendations for addressing them. The report identifies critical areas where the 
Farm can make better sense of its mission and as a result provide improved benefits to the local 
community and environment. 

By exploring and defining a more relevant context in which to operate, the Farm can demonstrate 
its capacity to rise to the challenge of increased population growth and accelerating climate 
change. In short, this report aims to help CCF become a lead land management organisation and 
charity, sensitive to its landscape and historical context. In this way CCF can contribute 
systematically to thought and best practice around using plants, animals and green space to 
improve quality of life in urban areas.  

Methodology  
I gathered data for this report through the following:  

• discussions that took place during CCF staff daily routine and work projects 
• sit down interviews and discussions 
• running an all-staff workshop on pasture management 
• participation in CoM meetings and workshops 
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• coming to the Farm on a regular basis to walk through the landscape, cross checking and 
ground truthing features described from previous reports and plans and from aerial photos 
(via NearMap), and taking photographs  

• inviting colleagues and experts to join me in Farm walks to discuss identified issues 
• visits to equivalent facilities, e.g. Bundoora Farm 
• analysis of recent or historic reports and plans for CCF including brochures and articles 

written about the Farm over the last twenty years.  

Key Findings 
This research reveals that over many decades at CCF committed staff and management have 
worked hard to create a well-designed property in the spirit and reality of Landcare, permaculture 
and whole-farm planning. While this rich legacy is the foundation for the Farm’s current appeal 
and core work, I have found that the CCF needs to manage its landscape more effectively to stop it 
degrading and to make it a more stimulating and educational place to visit. CCF are stewards for a 
farming landscape that goes back to the earliest years of European agriculture in Victoria and 
before that to a landscape managed by Traditional Owners for tens of thousands of years. Its 
location on the Yarra River places the Farm in a unique environmental context.  

I have recommended that the Farm put its thinking and operations into a Regenerative Agriculture 
framework so that it can reset its vision and practice for the 21st century, one that caters 
specifically for its urban location and community. CCF and its staff can demonstrate urban farming 
and provide multi-functional urban green space that greatly enhances community health and well-
being. Revitalising the Farm will make it an inspiring community asset as we increasingly face the 
challenges of increased population and the climate emergency. Below, I present 19 principal 
recommendations to help achieve this vision, followed by timelines and several high priority 
actions. Most of these recommendations are discreet projects and lend themselves to fund raising 
via grants, crowd-funding or partnership formation.  

Principal Recommendations  
Page numbers indicate full discussion in body of report. 

Recommendation 1 (p29) 
CCF should construct small-scale nursery facilities in underutilised spaces behind the compost 
bays to provide plant materials for Farm gardens, for the community garden and, in the long term, 
for purchase by visitors.  

Recommendation 2 (p30) 
CCF should employ three full time equivalent gardeners/horticulturists to manage and maintain 
gardens and small planting spaces across the Farm, including (where needed) the community 
garden and in development of a CCF nursery, market garden and urban forest program. 

Recommendation 3 (p33) 
CCF should develop a more integrated focus on urban agriculture by converting all or part of the 
Barn Paddock into a professionally managed and facilitated market garden; as part of this market 
garden development the wooden, black poultry pens opposite the Barn Paddock should be refitted 
to service the market garden (for tools, vegetable sales etc) or removed with new structures 
designed and built.  
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Recommendation 4 (p35) 
CCF should develop an urban forestry program to plant large, long-lived trees throughout the Farm 
to provide shade, beauty, landscape cohesion, food, fodder, timber and carbon sequestration. 

Recommendation 5 (p38) 
Stables Paddock should be restored and developed as high quality, multi-functional urban green 
space with a special emphasis on integrating the space with the Yarra River (via an access project 
on the bank of the river e.g. a jetty).   

Recommendation 6 (p45) 
CCF should create a program of paddock restoration largely in line with the 2014 SKM report (see 
p28), at least in terms of its basic principles and techniques, especially around the use of rotation 
and cell grazing. Relatively low-cost flexible/temporary fencing can be used to concentrate grazing 
in certain sections of paddocks to allow for pasture re-growth in other sections.  

Recommendation 7 (p45) 
Current CCF staff should develop a simple working plan for pasture restoration with a view that 
restored paddocks will be managed through cell grazing in the future. This plan must include 
addressing the issue of catering for tractor rides in an allocated paddock. The plan can be as 
simple as a hand drawn diagram on an A1 piece of paper or transparency laid over an aerial 
image of the Farm.   

Recommendation 8 (p45) 
Create a sub-paddock in Stables by fencing off an area running from the northern edge of the 
stables building to the Yarra and use the rest of the Stables Paddock for grazing with temporary 
fencing, volunteer shepherds or tethering when appropriate.  

Recommendation 9 (p47) 
Adopt Regenerative Agriculture as a guiding philosophy and practice for Collingwood Children’s 
Farm using principles developed for the Farm’s unique historical, environmental and urban 
context. 

Recommendation 10 (p49) 
CCF should instigate an internal review of animal choice as part of a process to re-energise its 
mission and operations through Regenerative Agriculture.  

Recommendation 11 (p52) 
As part of a Regenerative Agriculture program, CCF should create an area of pasture using 
indigenous grasses in one of its paddocks. This project could also incorporate development of a 
wetland. 

Recommendation 12 (p54) 
CCF should investigate creation of an alternative mowing and weed control service for local parks, 
gardens or schools using its sheep and goats (and in special circumstances its cows and horses). 

Recommendation 13 (p54) 
CCF should seek opportunities to find alternative sources of hay, including from possible uptake of 
differential mowing practices by local government and from Regenerative Agriculture farmers. 
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Recommendation 14 (p56) 
CCF should continue its collaboration with the Wurundjeri Council and other indigenous partners 
to further development of First Nations agriculture/horticulture on the Farm; it should continue its 
employment of qualified horticulturists to develop new indigenous garden or landscape projects 
and maintain current ones (as per Recommendation 2). 

Recommendation 15 (p57) 
CCF should continue its long-term commitment to ecological restoration by expanding its capacity 
through employment of qualified horticulturists and development of nursery facilities (as per 
Recommendation 2). 

Recommendation 16 (p58) 
CCF should continue expanding its capacity to deliver therapeutic horticulture programs through 
employment of qualified horticulturists and development of nursery facilities (as per 
Recommendation 2). 

Recommendation 17 (p59) 
CCF should engage the services of a consultant to assess long term water harvesting and storage 
options for the Farm. 

Recommendation 18 (p60) 
CCF should develop an interpretation program around its key features and environmental assets, 
build partnerships with tertiary institutions for monitoring and research of key environmental and 
agricultural issues, and establish basic directional signage in critical nodes of the Farm. 

Recommendation 19 (p63) 
CCF should adopt an in-house whole-farm planning process involving key staff and CoM members 
to develop new projects or to create briefs for consultants/designers, with the aim to achieve 
maximum organisational buy-in for any proposed changes. 

Timelines and Priorities 
1. Key staff to enact recommendations from Greenwood (2015) Arborist’s Report for removal 

of dead, dying or dangerous trees on CCF land. This will require obtaining quotes from a 
qualified arborist and applying for a planning permit from the City of Yarra. Consideration 
should be given to harvesting and milling of timber from some of these trees, especially the 
Monterey Cypress.  

 
Timing: As soon as possible. 

 
2. Pasture plan: key staff to write/draw up preliminary plan for managing pasture on existing 

paddocks. The plan should be based on key recommendations of the 2014 SKM report around 
resting and restoring key CCF paddocks. The plan should also consider a proposed system of 
laneways for Pump Paddock which is currently used for tractor rides. Initial consideration 
should be given to the idea of creating a grazing service in local parks and gardens with CCF 
sheep.  

 
Timing: by July 2020. 
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3. Employ three full time equivalent horticulturists/gardeners. Further actions recommended in 
this report are dependent on this action, namely:  

• creation of market garden in Barn Paddock;  
• planning and development of nursery facilities;  
• on-going development and maintenance of First Nations Garden;  
• refurbishment of Nursery Garden;  
• urban forestry program;  
• on-going planting and maintenance of other spaces across the Farm landscape including 

Orchard Garden, woodlots, Stables Paddock etc. 
 

Timing: In order to drive the projects above, three FTE horticulturists should be recruited by 
June/July 2020 (current general horticulture staff are at 1.2 FTE). Existing CCF staff, including 
the recently recruited part-time gardeners all have the capability to drive the conversion of 
Barn Paddock into a market garden, including setting goals, developing budgets and designing 
layout and crop schedules. Their capacity to develop the project is, however, limited without 
employment of extra staff or increased hours. If staffing levels are right a partial conversion of 
Barn Paddock by way of an initial demonstration of market gardening could begin during 
winter and spring of 2020 (June – November), i.e. in time for the 2020-2021 growing season. 
However, the initial on-site planning meeting and on-going discussion is the highest priority 
(as described below).  

 
4. Barn Paddock conversion into market garden and Stables restoration - initial planning 

meeting (as per Recommendation 19) with key staff and CoM members for creation of a 
market garden and for discussion of associated recommendations for Stables Paddock (for 
increased use for grazing and restoration as multi-functional green space – see point 7 below).  

 
Timing: April-May 2020 
 

5. Development of Urban Forestry program. A full-scale roll-out of trees will need to take place 
over several years and include discussions with the City of Yarra and the Abbottsford Convent. 
A planting program (including tree list and planting locations) should be developed by 
horticultural staff throughout 2020.  
 
Timing: May-July. An initial planting of some advanced trees could take place in late autumn 
and winter 2020 by way of a program launch.  

 
6. Development of Nursery. Creating a basic propagation system (bays for potting mix, potting 

tables, polytunnel and shade area) will depend on assessment of the area recommended for 
development (area behind compost bays down to Stables Paddock). If an in-house design and 
build was done, materials could come from a variety of sources and the nursery developed in 
stages beginning with a temporary/makeshift facility. Even for a small nursery planning is 
important in terms of water management (around quantity used and reticulation where 
possible) so a professional design and quotation for construction would be justified.  

 
Timing: Initial planning meeting by May 2020; construction of fully designed nursery space 
sometime in 2021/2022m or temporary structures in 2020 (perhaps elsewhere on Farm).  
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7. Stables Paddock restoration. The restoration and redevelopment of Stables Paddock is the 

most complex of the recommendations made in this report. Restoring the pasture on the 
paddock will require reconfiguration of the farmers’ market. Creating access to the Yarra River 
through a major landscaping project or development of a play space or major interpretive 
areas will require a design process and funding.  

 
As a result, this project will require a lengthy planning process and significant partnership 
formation with a range of stakeholders including the Wurundjeri Council, Melbourne Water 
and Melbourne Farmers’ Markets to name a few.  
 
Timing: An on-site and preliminary planning meeting (as per Recommendation 19) should 
take place before May 2020. This will be an on-going project (and process) and make take 
several years to implement.  
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Figure 1. Map of Collingwood Children's Farm 
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Introduction 
The Collingwood Children’s Farm (CCF or the Farm) is an iconic Melbourne city/community farm 
of 20 acres on the Yarra River, founded in 1979. Its mission is providing positive opportunities and 
experiences for people with disadvantage through gardening and farming. The farm is popular 
with the general public too, especially parents with young children who come to enjoy the café 
and easy access to farm animals, via an entrance fee. Animals at the Farm include sheep, cattle, 
horses, pigs, goats, poultry and guinea-pigs. Revenue is also raised through providing venues for 
weddings and children’s parties. A well-established community garden exists on site with many 
long term and dedicated plot holders and two major garden areas open to the public, the Orchard 
Garden and the Nursery Garden. The Farm also hosts a monthly farmers’ market.  

Despite the Farm’s longevity and success, CCF faces challenges in maintaining positive benefits to 
the community and local environment, especially for people with disadvantage. As a landscape, 
the CCF site has grown in stages, at times guided firmly by whole property plans and design 
guidelines, especially those by Taylor and Cullity (1993 and 2001) and Wilson and Holmgren 
(1996). Other major projects have occurred in a more ad hoc manner as funding became 
available, most notably the construction of a large work-shed in 2010 and an office building in 
2011. The net result, however, is that the Farm’s paddock and garden layout has not changed 
significantly for nearly 20 years.  

The periods of focused planning and implementation along with stages of ad hoc development 
combine to give the Farm a ‘rustic’ feel. For most city people this a positive quality strongly 
associated in the urban imagination with farming landscapes and rural properties both here and 
internationally. However, some areas of the Farm are more run-down than rustic and need 
rejuvenation and more systematic maintenance regimes. The overall landscape mostly ties 
together well, a legacy of good design, a beautiful setting, and the historical inheritance of being 
the farm for the neighbouring Convent for well over a century. Despite this, elements of the Farm 
lack visual and thematic coherence. This occurs where buildings or other features no longer seem 
to serve their original purpose or connect to other aspects of the site. The lack of coherence is 
especially evident in the use of plants, gardens and general management of vegetation. This 
arguably detracts from CCF’s potential to attract visitors and to run projects and programs that fulfil 
its mission by making full use of the landscape. 

More critically, while CCF has a highly skilled and dedicated staff with deep corporate memory, it 
has no substantial tradition or culture of organisational reflection or re-setting of vision, strategy 
and purpose to help guide landscape or operational renewal. This is a common issue in many land 
management organisations, especially those that are operationally busy, focused on running day-
to-day programs and maintenance with little time to ask questions around mission and purpose. 
Closely related to this problem is that in many public landscapes the original design intent for 
spatial layout, hard elements and plantings gets lost over time and confused by ad hoc (even if 
necessary) projects or from staff turn-over.  

This report arises out of the context outlined above, explained in more detail below. In the last two 
years, the Farm, under new Manager, Conor Hickey, and its 12 member Committee of 
Management (CoM, effectively the Farm’s Board) has begun rationalising its operations and 
reaching out to networks and partners to help the CCF renew its vision, building on the successes 
of the past.  
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The Brief 
In January 2019, I was contacted by CCF Manager, Conor Hickey, to provide advice on creating 
an integrated approach for the CCF landscape, with a focus on gardens and vegetation. The brief 
was to help revitalise and energise the Farm by producing a Landscape Management Plan. The 
brief, however, changed as the consultation process developed. While this report still retains 
features of a Plan, what is presented here is deliberately less prescriptive or straightforward than a 
conventional Landscape Management Plan.  

The new brief asked me instead to accept and engage with the dynamic and complex nature of the 
Farm’s landscape and operations, assessing its strengths and shortcomings alike. In doing so I 
would report back with recommendations and options, broad and specific, that could help CCF 
get more out of its landscape and vegetation, re-affirming and refreshing its mission for the 21st 
century. For this reason, the report is a mixture of horticultural/agricultural and landscape analysis, 
both technical and philosophical, linked in turn to ideas that are steadfastly pragmatic and ‘real 
world’ while others are more speculative and ‘blue sky’.  

The brief changed for two main reasons. Firstly, I used a facilitative, action research methodology 
for my study. This gave me opportunities to take part in current and proposed projects already 
occurring on the Farm. This level of involvement allowed me to help facilitate changes as part of 
the consultation process, e.g. my participation in the recruitment of four new part-time gardeners 
at the Farm.  

Secondly, and more importantly, under new Manager Conor Hickey, an overall change 
management process has already started. This includes reviews and subsequent changes to CCF 
organisational structure as well development of significant projects, either at the conceptual or 
implementation stage: e.g. the new First Nations Food Garden; plans for a refurbished compost 
bay and facility; ideas for a multifunctional hub with commercial kitchen; and changes to 
governance and layout of the community garden, led by CoM member Kieran Dickson and 
community members.  

Aim of the Report 
In light of the brief, the aim of this report is to provide an overview of key landscape issues facing 
the Farm, with an outline of possible steps for addressing them. The report identifies critical areas 
where the Farm can make better sense of its mission and as a result provide improved benefits to 
the local community and environment. I present and clarify issues, themes and opportunities that 
will help CCF staff and volunteers see where their mission and contribution will have the most 
positive impact. In order to do so I reference and discuss strategic frameworks, such as local 
government urban agriculture, urban forestry and climate emergency strategies, to show how CCF 
can optimise its role as a community farm in a significant inner-city location.  

My hope is that this will make it easier for CCF staff and its Committee of Management to develop 
future projects and partnerships to meet a variety of community needs. Set within a long-term 
vision for the CCF’s role in the wider landscape and community, future projects will help improve 
the Farm’s function and beauty. By exploring and defining a more relevant context in which to 
operate, the Farm can demonstrate its capacity to rise to the challenge of increased population 
growth and accelerating climate change. In short, this report aims to help CCF become a leading 
land management organisation and charity, sensitive to its landscape and historical context. In this 
way CCF can contribute systematically to thought and best practice around using plants, animals 
and green space to improve quality of life in urban areas.  
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Consultant’s Background 
I teach, research and consult in urban horticulture, specialising in urban agriculture, based at the 
Burnley Campus of the University of Melbourne in the School of Ecosystem and Forest Sciences. I 
worked for many years in landscape-scale nature conservation, including PhD research with a 
Landcare farming community in rural New South Wales.  

The Burnley Campus, formerly known as Burnley Horticultural College until it merged with the 
University of Melbourne in 1996, is 3.5 kilometres downstream from CCF on the Yarra River. 
There is an historic connection between the two sites and their respective staff.  

Methodology 
I gathered information for this report through consultation with CCF staff using a participatory 
‘action research’ methodology. Action research can be defined in various ways but here refers to 
the process in which the researcher/consultant takes an active part in aspects of an organisation’s 
operations; this includes participating in projects and recommending actions or changes as part of 
the consultation process and before a final set of recommendations is made. As noted above, this 
was particularly appropriate to CCF, as its staff and CoM alike were already actively engaged in a 
series of new projects and change management processes before and during my consultation 
period.  

More importantly, in keeping with the action research ethic of participatory consultation, I placed 
great value on seeking input and advice from existing staff. At the same time, I used my own 
expertise and experience to make observations and assessment of the Farm and its landscape, 
providing a necessary ‘outside’ perspective. While I gave equal weight to observations and 
assessments made by CCF staff, I was especially interested in how staff see their role in the 
creation, management and maintenance of the Farm and its landscape. Some CCF staff have 
worked at the Farm for nearly half the period of CCF’s existence since 1979.  

I gathered data for this report through the following:  

● discussions that took place during CCF staff daily routine and work projects 
● sit down interviews and discussions 
● running an all-staff workshop on pasture management 
● participation in CoM meetings and workshops 
● coming to the Farm on a regular basis to walk through the landscape, cross checking and 

ground truthing features described from previous reports and plans and from aerial photos 
(via NearMap), and taking photographs  

● inviting colleagues and experts to join me in Farm walks to discuss identified issues 
● visits to equivalent facilities, e.g. Bundoora Farm 
● analysis of recent or historic reports and plans for CCF including brochures and articles 

written about the Farm over the last twenty years.  

Intended Audience  
This report is written in the first person in accordance with the action research methodology 
outlined above where the researcher becomes involved in organisational change while gathering 
data for later analysis. As a result, I place myself and my background in context in some sections. 
This is done to help make any arguments or recommendations for change at the Farm as 
transparent as possible in terms of assumptions or values that I make or hold. Secondly, this is 
done to communicate quite directly with the report’s intended audience – CCF staff and CoM 
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members. Through having a working relationship with CCF staff during the period of research, this 
report represents a cooperative effort.  

Report Structure 
The report is structured as follows:   

Section One: Context 

● Environment, neighbours and local government  
● Zones and landscape features 
● Impressions and observations of the Farm 
● Document review 

Section Two: Options, Opportunities and Recommendations   

● Urban horticulture  
● Urban agriculture 
● Urban forestry  
● Urban green space and relationship to Yarra River 
● Pasture management and regenerative agriculture  
● Indigenous horticulture/agriculture  
● Ecological restoration and biodiversity protection 
● Therapeutic and community horticulture  
● Water 
● Education, interpretation and signage 
● Role of staff – capacity and in-house planning 
● Areas and ideas for consideration 
● Partnerships and funding sources 

These themes and opportunities are discussed in terms of features of the Farm already outlined, 
with recommendations.  

Section Three: Conclusions and Timelines  
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Section One: Context 
Environment, Neighbours and Local Government  
The Collingwood Children’s Farm is located in Abbotsford along the Yarra River. Its immediate 
neighbour is the Convent Arts Precinct centred on the former Abbotsford Convent. The Farm is, in 
fact, an excision of land from the Convent that had been used for market gardening and grazing to 
provide fruit, vegetables and milk for nuns and residents from 1863 into the early 1970s. The Farm 
and the Convent Precinct are separated by a two-lane bike and pedestrian track that was 
constructed in 1996 to form part of the Yarra or Capital City Trail. Three large paddocks used by 
CCF for livestock grazing and an apiary are located on this western side of the Yarra Trail. Two of 
these are held by the Convent and are used by CCF for grazing on an informal although long term 
basis.  

The Farm’s eastern frontage to the Yarra has no development on the other bank. The slope on the 
other side is covered in remnant native vegetation that leads up to Yarra Boulevard on a small 
escarpment. The traffic on Yarra Boulevard is barely visible or audible and, as a result, this view of 
bushland, slope and river frontage gives the Farm a secluded feel. To the east, north and south, 
connected to CCF by the Yarra and bushland is the 260-hectare Yarra Bend Park, managed by 
Parks Victoria. Yarra Bend Park includes two public golf courses and two boat houses. Nearby, 
also with river frontage, is Melbourne Polytechnic and close by is the Victorian Indigenous 
Nursery Co-operative (VINC). From CCF through Yarra Bend Park to the north, the Yarra bends 
back on itself in several large loops. In this way CCF is connected to one of the largest recreational 
areas in Melbourne and the largest patch of native vegetation in the inner city (Figure 2). 

One kilometre upstream from CCF is Dight’s Falls which marks the end of tidal influence on the 
Yarra River. Just behind Dight’s Falls is the confluence of the Yarra River with Merri Creek. This 
entire area is of great significance to local Traditional Owners, the Wurundjeri Balluk of the 
Woiwurrung with heritage sites that reflect pre-European indigenous culture as well as post 
contact history, e.g. the site of the former Merri Creek Aboriginal School.  

Downstream of the Farm is the last significant factory on the Yarra, the Abbotsford Brewery. The 
tip of its large chimney can be seen from the Farm looking south. From here before the Yarra’s 
confluence with Gardiner’s Creek are Melbourne Girls’ College, Strathcona Girls’ School, Scotch 
College and the historic Burnley Campus of the University of Melbourne, one of the oldest 
horticultural colleges in the world.  

The Collingwood Children’s Farm is in the City of Yarra municipality which includes Collingwood, 
Abbotsford, Fitzroy, Richmond and a small section of Alphington (Figure 3). Most urban green 
space managed by the City of Yarra is concentrated in the north of the municipality, including two 
large heritage parks, the Edinburgh and Darling Gardens. At the same time Yarra has the largest 
amount of social housing of any municipality in Victoria. This housing consists mostly of 20 storey 
tower blocks and smaller walk-up apartments built by the former Housing Commission in the late 
1960s and early 1970s, in Fitzroy, Collingwood and Richmond. These are predominantly in the 
central and southern parts of Yarra with a lower proportion of quality open space per capita 
compared to the rest of the municipality. A strong motivating factor in creating the Collingwood 
Children’s Farm in 1979 was to provide children in these ‘commission flats’ engaging activities 
and experiences on a working farm. This was to be something altogether different from the 
uninviting, ‘green deserts’ that had been created between the tower blocks.  
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Figure 2. The Farm and its neighbours (aerial image source: NearMap) 
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Collingwood Children’s Farm 

Figure 3. City of Yarra local government boundary 
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Zones and Landscape Features  
The Farm can be divided into various zones and landscape features for management purposes. 
These are described briefly below.  

The car park creates the western arm or wing of the CCF site although it was formally integrated 
into the new Convent Arts precinct in 2005. Two houses at no. 16 and 18 St Heliers Street are 
owned by CCF; no. 16 is heritage listed as the oldest extant residential home in Collingwood, 
dating back to the 1850s. Below no. 18 the land slopes down to a magnificent, heritage listed 
English Oak on the Yarra Trail which is a popular location for weddings, booked via CCF.   

 
South of the Oak is the CCF community garden and the oldest organised feature of the Farm. By 
Melbourne standards for community gardens it is quite large, nearly three quarters of an acre of 
allotments with some communal areas. The community garden is fenced off although it is buffered 
by a few rows of grape vines and fruit trees which are accessible to the Yarra Trail.  

Up the slope from the community garden away from the river is the CCF office building built in 
2011. This area below the office used to mark the entrance of the CCF before the office was built. 
The previous entrance had taken visitors past a medicinal garden (now in disrepair), the 
community gardens and the Barn Paddock to their left, and wooden poultry pens, housing heritage 
breed chickens, to their right (Figure 7). Barn Paddock is one of 11 paddocks that run the length of 
the Farm. Next to the office to the north is a small grassed area planted with fig trees. The area is 
partly covered by a pedestrian bridge over the Yarra Trail built in the 1990s when the shared bike 
and pedestrian path was constructed.  

Figure 5. CCF community garden 

Figure 6. Barn Paddock Figure 7. Heritage breed chickens 

Figure 4. Heritage listed English Oak 
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Underneath the office and current entrance are the staff facilities. The long ramp down from the 
office and reception continues under large mature Peppercorn Trees to the distinct café and Barn 
zone, with picnic tables and benches allowing visitors to have a direct view of animals into the 
Barn Paddock and the holding bay/pen known as Tag.  

The café is accessible from within and without the Farm, with two separate entrances and sections, 
one accessible from within the Farm and other from the Yarra Trail, with no exchange allowed 
between them. The café forms part of the busiest zone of the Farm, a hub of activity which 
includes the large historic Barn, its associated paddock, a large poultry area with ducks, geese and 
guinea pigs, and beyond this a fenced cottage garden with a small greenhouse generally referred 
to as the Nursery Garden.  

This café zone is also busy because many deliveries to the Farm have to go through here, e.g. hay 
and fodder for the animals. Vehicles are forced to drive from the main entrance past the café 
which forms a kind of junction. From here, traffic either heads to the left going down to the corner 
of the Barn or to the right heading up to the Workshop, the Farm’s depot. The Workshop and yards 
are another key activity hub, closed to the general public but heavily used by CCF staff and 
volunteers.  

In front of the Barn, down from the café zone and close to the Yarra River is the Orchard area, 
divided broadly into an early and late fruiting section. This is a collection of citrus, stone and 
pome fruit with other species mixed in such as Strawberry Guava. The orchard also has cultivated 
areas of herbs and vegetables in and around the trees. 

From the Orchard the track opens out to the largest area of accessible open space at CCF, Stables 
paddock, at nearly two acres. This is the site of various Farm functions and events, including the 
annual bonfire and the monthly farmers’ market. The Stables paddock consists of scattered patches 
of turf and pasture, some specimen trees and a large Stables building. This is the only part of the 
Farm with easy access to the Yarra River. Stables has an uninterrupted and beautiful view of the 
escarpment and bushland rising up to Yarra Boulevard. At the southern end of Stables is a ménage 
or riding arena used for the Farm’s horse programs (Figure 8).  

Figure 8. Stables Paddock and ménage 
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Heading up the slope from Stables paddock to the west back to the Workshop is the piggery and 
compost zones and associated yards. A new feature in this area, being developed next to the Yarra 
Trail, is a First Nations Garden, which showcases food plants produced and managed by 
indigenous people of the Melbourne area and beyond.  

From here the rest of the Farm consists mostly of open paddocks, dissected by a main laneway. On 
the south and east side of the Yarra Trail these paddocks are called: Four Flats, Ricky’s, Pump, 
Pole, Aleisha’s and Zora’s. Some of these paddocks are bordered or joined by shelter belts or 
woodlots, five in total. The first of these, sometimes called the Witches’ Garden, has been cleared 
of weeds and dead shrubs in the last two years and planted out with indigenous food plants in 
cooperation with the Narap work team of the Wurundjeri Council.  

The main laneway ends at Zora’s Paddock. A walk through this paddock takes you to the Yarra 
Trail although there is a locked gate here and the public cannot exit the Farm this way. Across the 
Yarra Trail, heading back to the CCF main office, there are three more large paddocks: French 
Meadow (often called French’s), Regal’s and St Mary’s. Along this section, in Regal’s, there is a 
separate apiary area managed by CCF. Next to the Steiner School there is a small planting of 
quinces, apples and other fruit trees. Between French’s and Regal’s is a laneway that leads from 
the Yarra Trail  to the Convent gardens. Along this laneway, still called the Nuns’ Walk, are several 
outstanding specimens of Cork Oak.  

Back on the Yarra River, the longest and narrowest zone of the Farm is the revegetated riparian 
corridor. This corridor is barely a few metres wide in most places but represents a significant and 
on-going community effort over many years to replant indigenous plant species back into the 
landscape.  
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Impressions and Observations: A Brief Journey Through the Farm  
In this section I describe what being at the Farm is like, by way of a mash-up of impressions from 
my many visits there over a six-month period. This is done to address the Farm’s ‘complexity’, a 
feature strongly emphasised by two significant documents describing the Farm, outlined in more 
detail in the next section. I agree with these previous reports and plans for the Farm that the site 
and its use and management are indeed ‘complex’. A traveller’s (researcher’s) tale from the CCF 
office through to the end of the laneway at Zora’s will allow me to relate the CCF ‘experience’ to 
the physical layout of the Farm and to themes and recommendations detailed later in the report. 
This is especially important for ‘reading’ the Farm, not just in terms of layout, infrastructure and 
natural resources but also for capturing the experience of its staff, volunteers and paying visitors. In 
this section I also begin a broad outline of challenges and opportunities for CCF as I describe, from 
my own perspective, the positives and negatives (and everything in between) that have struck me 
on my Farm journey.  

Arrival at the Café Zone  
You arrive at the Collingwood Children’s Farm 
walking or riding down St Heliers Street or along 
the Yarra Trail. The entrance is shaded by huge 
old Peppercorn Trees which in Australia are 
strongly associated with the oldest landscapes of 
the colonial or Federation period, from old farms 
to schools and rail stations. At the Farm the 
Peppercorns begin at the car park and extend as 
far as the café and Barn. The CCF office has a 
ticket window and once through you walk down 
a long ramp into the café zone under more 
Peppercorns with a driveway to your right.  

Once off the ramp, the Farm hits you with 
novelty and surprise. This is because if the Farm 
is relatively busy, the café zone, as described in 
the Zones and Landscape Features section above, 
is an intersection of movement and activity with 
people and animals intermingling. Usually, these 
animals are chickens, peacocks or geese moving 
casually about the picnic tables with people 
queueing for coffee and food up the stairs to the 
café. Children, parents, grandparents and carers, 
many with strollers, are heading off to see larger 
animals or making their way to the signage at the 
Barn to see what activities are on.  

CCF staff are recognisable in their distinctive blue shirts and two-way radios constantly in use. 
During the week, groups of uniformed school children often appear, marching past in pairs 
towards an organised activity led by teachers and CCF staff. Meanwhile, altogether different 
groups will be heading down through the café from the CCF Workshop/depot with wheel barrows 
and tools. These are volunteers and participants from diverse organisations such as Yooralla, 
Hume Valley School and Lynall Hall amongst others. These are mostly special needs or at-risk 
older children, teenagers and adults who come to help on special projects and Farm maintenance 

Figure 9. Entrance ramp under Peppercorns 

Figure 10. Activity signage at the Barn 



 

Collingwood Children’s Farm Landscape and Vegetation Consultation Report 19 

activities. It is these participants who represent the Farm’s core mission around creating programs 
and projects for people with disadvantage as ‘referred’ or ‘supported’ volunteers.  

The various groups, fee paying families, school groups and supported volunteers, move about in 
parallel, crossing paths without requiring interaction. As I got to know the life of the Farm, this 
‘mystery’ of different groups pursuing different activities and experiences made the Farm seem like 
a busy but cosy village, albeit one that was alarmingly difficult to pin down in terms of 
straightforward functions. As I got to know staff and how they juggle the Farm’s daily tasks and 
‘chores’ (as they call them) I began to see how the Farm’s work schedule around caring for animals 
creates experiences for visitors in both formal and informal ways. For example, if you stay in this 
central café zone you have easy access to and a view of both the Barn and the Barn Paddock. If 
you’re lucky, the Farm’s cows may have been placed in Barn Paddock for a few days’ grazing 
while other paddocks are resting, allowing their pasture to re-grow. And then you may witness 
Daphne (one of the cows) being placed in a harness and led slowly through the opened paddock 
gate into the Barn itself. Here, as an organised activity, she’s hand milked by CCF staff while 
children take turns brushing her down while she feeds on hay.  

The scene created by such a simple everyday task is literally bucolic and, with the view of 
bushland behind it and gentle process of milking and brushing that unfolds, unabashedly 
charming. The Barn is an original farm building from the Convent days, solid and beautiful and 
used frequently for weddings.  

While this entry zone to the Farm is charming, it’s hard not to see that around the Barn and the 
café much of the furniture and many of the bins and signs are old or faded. There are a few 
specimen trees planted here but they are not large enough to provide decent shade. Some of these 

specimens are fruit trees although they 
don’t appear to have regular maintenance. 
The trees are all surrounded by sizeable 
wooden protection cages (mostly to keep 
children out of them), which are relatively 
large compared to the trees themselves; 
they look out of proportion. The café zone 
slopes down to the Barn paddock and 
beyond and its surface is crushed blue 
basalt, badly eroded and bare in many 
places. On a warm or hot windy day this 
makes the area extremely dusty.  

If you walk along the Barn fence from the café 
seating area the poultry pens (Figure 13) are on your 
left. There are heritage chicken breeds housed here 
although any signage explaining this is faded and 
barely readable. Some of these chickens, called 
Silkes, are fluffy with extraordinary crests. They are 
amazing to look at but once again it’s hard to gauge 
their significance in the absence of any 
interpretation.  

Figure 11. Cafe zone seating area 

Figure 12. Cafe zone slope 
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At the end of this laneway are the staff facilities and to your right the large community garden.  
The community garden is a jumble of plots in various states of productivity depending on the 
season. Some of the plots are enclosed by trellises and the overall effect is ramshackle but 
fascinating. It is however securely locked; any visitors wandering up here must wonder what they 
were looking at or how they could get involved, given the lack of signage. From my observations 
most community garden members enter via the other locked gate opposite the Oak; this means 
that this is little or no interaction between visitors, referred volunteers and the community garden 
members.  

This dead end walk past the poultry pens up 
to the respective staff area and community 
garden gates marks an obscure corner of the 
Farm from a visitor perspective. Although 
it’s close to the central café and Barn zone 
of the Farm, not too many people wander 
up here. Its isolation goes back to 2011 and 
the shift of entrance to the current office and 
ramp.  

So, in moving into this first zone of the Farm 
the experience is a mix of charm and 
delight, perhaps with a sneaking if not 
obvious perception that some things while 
rustic are also a little run down.  

The Orchard 
From the Barn, the natural slope tends to make you head towards the Orchard rather than up the 
slope towards the Workshop, although this is not necessarily the most common route for most 
people as I’ll explain shortly. The Orchard is enclosed with a large gate and open to the public, 
with a collection of productive, regularly pruned fruit trees.  However, it’s not completely obvious 
that anyone can walk here and look at the trees and vegetables beds. When I first began visiting 
the Farm, corporate volunteers were often given the task of pulling out the couch grass invading 
the beds. The Farm has recently employed four part time gardeners who have spent most of 2019 
thoroughly cleaning away weeds and plants past their prime and installing long rows of mini-
market garden beds. They have placed a table and chairs in the shade of a large tree and the 

Orchard has become more inviting to the public to 
wander through and relax in.  

Along the path outside the Orchard large Chinese 
Geese often wander down from the Farm’s second 
poultry area which houses ducks and geese 
alongside more chickens. As with the chickens and 
the peacocks, the presence of the free ranging geese 
reminds you once again that you’re not in a ‘normal’ 
area of urban green space. The duck area and 
enclosures have a series of concrete ponds that no 
longer hold water and need removal or repair. Two 
large evergreen fruit trees, White Sapotes, shade this 
area. White Sapotes are rarely grown in Melbourne 

Figure 13. Poultry pens 

Figure 14. Geese, Workshop and windmill 
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but produce delicious sub-tropical fruit. Their presence here is a reminder that over the decades 
Farm managers and gardeners have experimented with various unusual tree crops through their 
connection to permaculture networks. There’s also a large pizza oven in the courtyard of this area. 
Guinea pigs are kept here too and are extremely popular with children.  

In fact, guinea pig ‘cuddles’ are a regular activity on 
the Farm. Guinea pigs are brought into the Barn and 
children are encouraged to hold and pet the animals 
gently. CCF staff supervise this activity and I’ve often 
heard the two-way radios requesting someone to 
head down to the Barn to cover someone for 
‘cuddles’.  

If you keep walking down the slope past the 
Orchard again you arrive in the Stables Paddock, so 
called because of the large stables building at its 
southern end. I’ll save a description of this area for 
last. So we’ll walk back up to the café and follow 
the upper track that loops around the Farm. From my observations, this is the most common 
direction for visitors to walk through the Farm because it’s the most direct route to accessing 
animals other than initial encounters with the poultry at the café. Walking beyond the toilet block 
a big shed appears on your left as an obvious staff works depot. The general public aren’t allowed 
in here but over the gate you can see volunteers and staff constructing or repairing things and the 
Farm tractor is often moving in and out. All this activity and action reminds you once again that 
you are at a busy working farm.  

Next to the Workshop are water tanks and a classic farm windmill (not currently in use) and just 
past here, an enclosed shelter used for children’s parties. Behind this is a large compost bay which 
accepts food scraps from the Farm café but also from food charity FareShare who cook 5000 meals 
a day in their nearby kitchen facilities in Abbotsford. This means that there is a constant supply of 
organic matter heading to these compost bays. There’s no point sugar coating what this all smells 
like – it stinks!  And it’s frequented by groups of Ibis and common feral pigeons dining out on the 
endless resource of scraps. Right next door are three pig pens, with yards and bays behind them. 
There’s one big pig per pen, black 
hairy Berkshires. With a CCF staff 
member present at feeding times 
children can give them grain, weeds 
or general scraps. I’ve fed the pigs a 
couple of times myself and the hearty 
way they take delivery of whatever 
plant mix you give them (which they 
munch through with gusto) is quite an 
experience. There is a faded sign here 
that explains that the Berkshire breed 
of pigs would have been common in 
Australia at the time of Federation. 
The bays and yards behind the pigs 
and between the main pens and the 
workshop are not accessible to the 

Figure 15. Guinea pig enclosure 

Figure 16. FareShare dropping off food scraps at compost bay 
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public and seem underutilised. During my time at the Farm, one section had been planted out 
with garlic crops by participants from the Farmer Incubator organisation who seek land in urban 
and rural areas for training up the next generation of farmers.  

Opposite the pig pens across the track is the First Nations Garden almost ready for planting at the 
time of writing. Next to and south of this garden is one of the most heavily visited paddocks of the 
Farm, known as Four Flats. Paying visitors, if the gate is unlocked, are free to open it and wander 
in to meet the sheep and goats. Animals frequently congregate near the gate and so can be viewed 
from the outside, but many families choose to go in and have an up-close-and-personal 
experience of the animals. Once again, the seasonal cycles of the Farm and routine care of the 
animals by CCF staff create unplanned 
moments for visitors. In the spring lambing 
season (which includes kids too) the young 
animals are locked away at night to prevent 
predation by foxes which are common in the 
metropolitan area. On a quiet spring afternoon, 
I joined a CCF staff member walking lambs and 
their mothers from Four Flats down to their 
night digs near the Stables. As this procession 
got underway a human mother and child were 
lucky enough to be the only visitors to witness 
this event and follow the black faced Shropshire 
lambs down the track with us, to their obvious 
delight. These spontaneous encounters with the 
animals and the process of farm work and 
animal care by the CCF staff are deeply 
satisfying and stimulating experiences for 
visitors and volunteers. On weekends, when 
visitor numbers peak, feed walks for children 
are scheduled so that more people have an 
encounter with the animals.  

Down the Laneway 
From Four Flats, the track slopes down to the 
Yarra past big, gloomy Cypress trees with two 
picnic tables underneath them. If you turn right 

Figure 17. Berkshire Pig signage Figure 18. One of the pigs happily munching on scraps 

Figure 19. Navigating the muddy slope after rain 

Figure 20. Puddles and mud down the main laneway 
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at the bottom you begin walking down the Farm’s main laneway which takes you right through to 
the Farm’s last paddock, Zora’s. This is the quietest zone of the Farm, away from animal pens, 
farm structures and gardens. On several occasions as I’ve headed into this laneway, I’ve been 
asked by visitors what there is to see down the laneway, as there are no directional signs. The 
laneway is relatively rough with shallow pot 
holes deep enough to create puddles after rain. 
On the one hand I’ve seen this muddiness 
become dysfunctional for people trying 
carefully not to slip over (Figure 19). On the 
other hand, I’ve also seen children splashing 
around in the puddles and mud (Figure 20), 
actively encouraged or at least not discouraged 
to do so by their parents.  

Most people venture down here to see more 
animals and these paddocks – Ricky’s, Pump, 
Pole, Aleisha’s and Zora’s – are where horses 
will mostly be found. The public aren’t allowed 
to wander into the paddocks when cows and 
horses are grazing and gates will be locked 
when they are. For this reason, the next easy 
encounters with animals are in Zora’s at the 
end of the laneway which usually has sheep or 
goats in it. Again, if the gate to Zora’s is not 
padlocked, visitors may enter and pat the 
extremely tame sheep and goats who are 
accustomed to being fed by humans on a 
regular basis. Zora’s has a low wire fence 
running its length dividing it into two. If you 
walk through Zora’s along this fence you come 
to a large, always locked gate which goes out 
onto the Yarra Trail.  

All the key paddocks, from Four Flats to Zora’s, have scattered trees in them, predominantly River 
Red Gums planted in the 1990s. Most of these trees are growing well and you can see the 
aesthetic and nature conservation vision here: to restore the original pre-European landscape of 
magnificent, widely spaced Red Gums in pasture. However, these paddocks do not contain the 
original indigenous grasslands, despite the indigenous tree planting, and the exotic grasses and 
weeds that grow here are of low or medium quality as animal feed. There are worn, bare patches 
in some paddocks, some quite severe, especially close to the gates (Figure 21). They consist of a 
mixed sward of perennial summer grasses with a further mix of annual grasses (eg. Winter Grass, 
Poa annua) and herbaceous weeds depending on the season and especially the presence or 
absence of rain. At the time of this project a long retaining wall was being built along the laneway 
requiring excavated soil and other materials to be stockpiled in Ricky’s, making it seem messy and 
unkempt (Figure 22). Making an aesthetic judgement like this raises questions about what the 
general public might think of any perceived mess as they walk down this laneway, looking out for 
animals.  

Figure 21. Bare muddy area at entrance to Zora’s Paddock 

Figure 22. Retaining wall under construction 
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Woodlots 
The woodlots dividing these paddocks are a few metres wide and thick with vegetation. These 
were all planted in the 1990s and have well established trees and shrubs. They act as good 
windbreaks for the animals, and this is clear from a visitor’s perspective too when you walk down 
the laneway on a windy day; they are not however accessible to the public, with one recent 
exception. One of these woodlots, the Witches’ Garden has been cleared out, a path placed 
through it, and indigenous food plants planted underneath the trees. This is a pleasant space to 
walk through and the gate is now left open for visitors to come through and explore. 

Stables 
The Witches’ Garden brings us back to the intersection of the laneway with the slope that heads 
up to the pigs from the Cypress trees. Heading straight ahead along another flank of Cypress trees 
we enter Stables Paddock with the stables themselves just in front of us. As already described 
Stables is a large area of open space with an expansive view of bushland on the escarpment to the 
east across the Yarra River. This is an extremely quiet part of the Farm during weekdays. On one 
occasion I saw a school group let loose here and children were simply running around letting off 
steam. It seemed well suited to that purpose.  

Apart from the monthly farmers’ market and other events such as the annual bonfire, when the 
paddock is full of hundreds or thousands of people, Stables is often completely empty because 

there are no animals grazed here. The 
monthly market, organised by the 
Melbourne Farmers’ Markets, has been at 
CCF since 2002. When the market is on 
Stables is alive with people and stalls 
with a strong atmosphere of community 
connection to the Farm; the same feeling 
applies to the bonfire event too. 
However, the impact of monthly high 
intensity use from the market and other 
events is evident in compacted, bare 
patches where vehicles and people travel 
through, and in low lying muddy or dusty 
areas depending on the weather or time 
of year.  

Stables is the only part of the Farm with direct, albeit not obvious, access to the Yarra River. For 
most of the Farm the revegetation corridor of riverside plantings is protected by a wire fence and 
locked gates. Here in Stables you can walk down a gentle slope of roughly slashed kikuyu grass to 
stand by the water, if you’re willing at least to climb or step over a low post-and-rail wooden 
fence. On one walk down here, I was able to watch a native water rat swimming around a few 
metres from the bank. It is striking that how little is made of the Yarra’s significance as a waterway 
here with no programs, projects or activities celebrating or interpreting the river in terms of its 
ecology or history. On the other hand, old photos of the Farm, and interviews with long term staff, 
demonstrate that revegetating the banks of the river with indigenous plants and clearing away 
noxious willows and blackberries was a challenging project in the early days of CCF and done in 
order to protect the Yarra.   

Figure 23. Monthly farmers' market  
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In spring, summer and autumn, after visitor access closes at 4.45pm, the Riding for the Disabled 
Association (RDA) bring horses onto the Stables Paddock for riding programs for children with 
disabilities. It’s moving seeing this in action and highlights the life of the Farm that continues after 
the main entrance has closed for the day. The stables themselves, built in the late 1980s, look 
older and more established than they really are. A range of animals are sheltered here when 
necessary, not just horses.  

Stables Paddock has great beauty, and yet feels neglected and underutilised outside of organised 
events or, more accurately, that it hasn’t had much thought given to it in a long time. On my trips 
to the Farm, I always went to visit the Stables Paddock, whether busy or empty, to contemplate 
what the right balance of activities should, or could be, for such a unique setting.  

Nursery Garden 
Bordering Stables with an unpainted picket fence is the Nursery Garden. Visitors can access the 
garden through gates from Stables Paddock or by walking through the Barn past the poultry 
enclosures. The garden is a cottage garden oasis in the middle of the Farm with an eclectic mix of 
roses, exotic fruit trees and various scented shrubs and an understorey of bulbs and self-sown 
annuals. Sheltered by large clumps of bananas is a small passive solar greenhouse for propagating 
plants although there is no systematic plant production evident here and no plants are for sale (for 
example). There is some seating in the garden and people do wander through as part of their 
exploration of the Farm. The garden does have the positive quality of being a ‘secret’ or ‘cottage’ 
garden. On the other hand, it’s a strangely isolated feature of the overall landscape with no 
interpretation or signage to explain its function.  

Other Spaces: Convent Paddocks, Behind the Oak Tree, Apiary 
The Farm owns or manages land outside the fee-paying main section described above; all of these 
spaces are visible from the Yarra Trail although not, for the most part, directly accessible. The Oak 
has a drinking fountain and seating and is completely open to the public unless a wedding is on. 
In summer this tree creates the densest shade imaginable. As you sweep around the Yarra Trail on 
your bike it is a welcome sight on hot days. To the left of the Oak are unfenced grape vines and 
mixed fruit trees and a clear view of the community garden. Uphill from the Oak are two houses 
which belong to the Farm. From a visitor’s perspective it’s not clear who owns these houses 
although there is a rough terraced garden of sorts between the pedestrian bridge and the first 
house, partly filled with mixed succulents, shrubs and some struggling fruit trees. There are also 
wooden planter boxes for veggies in front of the closest house.  

If you keep going along the Yarra Trail and don’t head into the Farm proper, you pass St Mary’s, 
Regal and French’s paddocks, with the Convent buildings behind them. For many Melburnians, 
including me before I started this project, this is one’s main experience of the Farm. If you’re on 
your bike you usually slow down because there are often pedestrians stopping to look at the 
animals or people entering the café. Sometimes, there are horses or cows being led by CCF staff 
from these western paddocks into the main Farm, a great sight to behold in the middle of the city! 
The beehives of the apiary are screened with black shade cloth but a routed timber sign facing the 
Yarra Trail declares that this is the ‘CCF Apiary’. French’s paddock is usually frequented by horses. 
It has a couple of big elms in it and a row of poplars on its furthest boundary. These paddocks are 
never open to the public except for access given during organised bee keeping workshops.  

These ‘outside’ spaces and areas of the Farm, accessible to the public via the Yarra Trail are 
significant to the Farm’s operations for their grazing value although not really part of the main 
interactive programs that happen on the ‘inside’. As with the main ‘inside’ portions of the Farm, as 
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you move along the Yarra Trail there is a lack of signage explaining where you are and what 
you’re looking at, apart from small signs warning against feeding the animals or their alleged 
propensity to bite.  

Staff and Volunteers at the Farm 
CCF draws on a large pool of full time, part time and casual staff some of whom have been 
associated with the Farm for over twenty years. Their knowledge of the Farm’s history is deep and 
fascinating. Interviews and conversations reveal stories, not just of the Farm’s history, different 
periods of management and changes to its landscape but to wider networks and partnerships with 
other organisations and institutions. For example, CCF staff in the late 1990s were instrumental in 
the creation of not-for-profit Cultivating Community which developed community gardens at 
public housing estates across Melbourne. There was also a connection between CCF staff and a 
permaculture mission to Cuba to help develop new low-input food production methods during 
Cuba’s ‘special period’ when the Soviet Union collapsed, shutting off Cuba’s access to fertiliser 
and pesticides.  

CCF staff have varying roles, although for some period in the not-so-distant past they were all 
called ‘farmhands’. The reality is that some staff are animal focused, with expertise on certain 
types of livestock while others deal with plants, construction, community liaison and volunteer 
recruitment. Everyone must muck in on general tasks too, such as cleaning the toilets, leading in 
delivery vehicles or facilitating the guinea pig cuddles. What is clear from working with or 
interviewing staff is that they are busy with a diverse mix of tasks and projects, with little time to 
reflect on how to improve the everyday running of the Farm. More precisely and fairly, staff are 

very reflective on the core mission of CCF and see many obvious ways to improve the Farm 
landscape and its operations but until recently have had little opportunity to work cooperatively 
with other staff to workshop possible changes. 

Most of my visits to the Farm involved discussions with Conor Hickey, the Farm’s General 
Manager. Conor is trying to encourage a more creative problem-solving culture at CCF and 
showed me the results of a workshop she ran with staff in 2018 on ways to improve the Farm. The 
collective notes from this workshop showed that staff care deeply about the Farm. My own 
interviews with staff, formal and informal, revealed the same level of sensitivity to the landscape 
and to the core work of CCF around helping children (and adults) with disadvantage.  

What I could see so abundantly moving about the Farm was the level of responsibility and care 
CCF staff take with the supported volunteers in their charge. Participants from referring agencies 
are treated like staff members and, whatever their capacity, are given meaningful tasks to perform, 
or at least jobs that everyone must perform at some point in the everyday work of the Farm: from 
removing excess manure in the paddocks (‘poo pickups’) to emptying the bins.  

In this sense staff members themselves do not seem to quite realise what an extraordinary place 
they help create or facilitate in this scenic backwater of the inner city. A CCF staff member will 
lead university veterinary students through animal husbandry tasks, or help run a sleep over in the 
Stables for children in the Young Farmers program (in the middle of winter) or build retaining walls 
with special needs volunteers in full view of the paying public and yet, this is all normal and 
familiar to them and seen as unremarkable. I don’t need to call on my professional interest in 
urban green space to say that the opposite is, of course, true: this mix of daily activities organised 
by CCF staff is remarkable indeed.  
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Document Review    
This section outlines the key documents reviewed for this report and why they are relevant.  

Taylor and Cullity 1993: Farm Masterplan – Costings of Areas for Development 
A masterplan for the Farm was developed in 1993 by Kevin Taylor and Kate Cullity. Broadly, 
much of this plan was implemented, giving CCF the spatial organisation it has today. Despite this, 
key features of the plan were never instigated or were interrupted by the development of the Yarra 
Trail which split the Farm into two sections. A proposed rabbit hutch became the Farm café. At the 
heritage Oak, now popular for weddings, the masterplan recommended a picnic area and further 
up what is now the Yarra Trail, close to the CCF office, a large playground. In the Stables Paddock 
concept drawings were made of a picnic spot and fishing platform on the river, while a lookout 
was proposed for the edge of the St Mary’s Paddock by the Steiner School. Some of these ideas are 
worth revisiting and are discussed in Section Two: Options, Opportunities and Recommendations 
below.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Wilson and Holmgren 1996: Property Management Plan Consultation  
This document was developed only a few years after the 1993 Farm Masterplan. The authors make 
it clear that their brief was to develop property management guidelines that work from the vision 
of the 1993 plan but in the context of adapting to the changes brought about by the construction 
of the Yarra Trail . Wilson and Holmgren’s introductory remarks in the report are worth quoting in 
full: 

The Farm is complex in terms of physical components. There is a great diversity of animal and 
plant systems, a unique work force that includes volunteers of all ages, complex management and 
income structures and dynamic relationships with neighbouring land managers…the farm is 
equally complex in terms of outcomes, expectations, and yields…However, education, recreation, 
social cohesion, cultural heritage and other outcomes mean that the Farm is a community 
resource as much as a production unit. The farm’s complexity has limited the usefulness of 
traditional Property Management Planning methodologies.  

Wilson and Holmgren acknowledge that Taylor and Cullity’s masterplan dealt with and 
accommodated the same complexity which they encountered too. As a result, the emphasis of 
their consultation is not on a grand vision dictating all future development but on key guidelines 
for thinking about the Farm as an ecologically sustainable production system. The key broad 
strategy they identify in this regard is: ‘greater emphasis on on-site cycling of water and nutrients to 
reduce off-site impacts’. Guidelines and recommendations outlined follow permaculture design 
principles, especially around the functional relationship between zones and components of the 
farm, e.g. the flow of nutrients directed from the duck pens to fertilise the orchard while preventing 
or minimising nutrient run-off into the Yarra River. 

Elements of the Holmgren and Wilson plan were actively implemented while others, 24 years on, 
are still discussed at the Farm as good ideas but yet to be achieved. So, while the pig enclosures 
were and remain linked to drainage swales and to coppiced willows designed to soak up pig 
effluent, proposals for dams and bores have never come to fruition. For now, the Farm still relies 
on mains water with some back up storage from tanks.  

Phillip Johnson Landscapes 2016: Landscape Master Plan and Associated Concept Plans  
These recent concept plans outline some wholesale changes to the Farm, including construction of 
a large wetland over much of the area of the current community garden, significant re-design and 
re-construction of the café zone and duck/goose pens, and re-direction of the existing Yarra Trail 
through the Farm along the Yarra River. CCF members formally rejected these ideas when they 
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were proposed in 2016. Nevertheless, broad elements of these plans are creative and interesting; 
one of these ideas, to continue the laneway from Zora’s Paddock to the Yarra Trail, is depicted in 
Figure 43 on p64 below.  

Roger Greenwood 2015: Preliminary Arboricultural Assessment 
This is a substantial document which provides an assessment of 455 trees across the Farm 
landscape including those which are strictly speaking on land that belongs to the Convent such as 
the carpark and the French Meadow Paddock. It gives detailed recommendations around useful 
life expectancy and heritage value; it provides a summary list of 62 trees recommended for 
removal as soon as possible.  

SKM Consulting 2014: Farm Assessment – Pasture Assessment 
This report, five years old at the time of writing, provides an agronomist’s assessment of CCF’s 
pastures with recommendations for management based on the number of grazing animals present, 
the composition and quality of pasture, and desired outcomes for ‘production’. It gives metrics for 
managing pasture successfully based on the system of comparing different animals (and their 
pasture needs), based on the unit of a non-lactating individual sheep, the Dry Sheep Equivalent 
(DSE).  This is a very useful document for on-ground operations at the Farm as its information is 
current enough for CCF staff to use as the basis for developing their own grazing strategies and 
plans.  

The Abbottsford Convent Plans: 2005 Master Plan, 2005 Conservation Management Plan, 
and 2017-2022 Business Plan 
The current Business Plan of CCF’s nearest neighbour, the Abbotsford Convent refers to ‘principal 
documentation’ which guides site operation by the Abbotsford Convent Foundation, namely the 
2005 Abbotsford Convent Master Plan and the 2005 Conservation Master Plan. These two 
documents, especially the Conservation Master Plan (CMP), are of a great value to CCF because 
they affirm that the Collingwood Children’s Farm helps preserve the cultural significance of the 
original Convent farming landscape. In 1979 when CCF was founded, the land excised from the 
Convent had been abandoned from farming for several years. Although overgrown it wasn’t so far 
removed from its original purpose to grow food and raise dairy cows for the Convent’s inhabitants, 
that it proved too difficult to create a new kind of farm there – the present-day Children’s Farm.   

The CMP emphasises that CCF broadly maintains the heritage of the Convent’s original farm 
operations in a context where there are very few, if any other, city-based convent or monastic 
farming landscapes left in the world. The CMP also emphasises that this cultural landscape of 
European farming and settlement goes back to the 1830s and the earliest period of colonisation 
before the establishment of the Convent. Of equal importance is the cultural significance of this 
landscape to Aboriginal people, for ceremonial and food production purposes.  

Apart from providing useful context for managing the Farm as a cultural and heritage landscape, 
documentation provided by the Convent Foundation also raises interesting possibilities for 
cooperation between the Farm and the Convent. In the future, the Farm and the Convent could 
collaborate to create a coherent landscape experience for visitors to both sites, and for 
collaboration and partnerships between the two organisations around the landscape and its 
heritage.  
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Section Two: Options, Opportunities and Recommendations   
In this section I provide options and recommendations for managing the Farm landscape through a 
discussion of themes. Most of these themes overlap to some extent but because they lend 
themselves to recommendations for particular zones of the Farm are kept separate. The themes all 
represent ways to enhance and energise the skills and interests of existing staff and to guide 
thinking about current or future projects for staff and the Farm’s Committee of Management.  

Urban Horticulture  
Urban horticulture is a wide-ranging term that encompasses growing, establishing, managing and 
maintaining plants and vegetation in cities to improve our quality of life; as such, urban 
horticulture also includes planting design skills, with the aim being to create landscapes and 
gardens where the plantings are not just sustainable and functional (relatively low-input and long-
lived) but also aesthetically pleasing and/or stimulating. At present, the Farm has one designated 
ornamental garden, the Nursery Garden. As already described, this is a kind of ‘secret garden’ and 
its naturalised, self-seeding understorey and mixed shrubs do not reflect a general pattern of 
plantings across the busiest, most intimate part of the Farm, namely the entrance and café zone. In 
other words, it stands as an isolated section of the Farm with no thematic links to the rest of the 
landscape. The greenhouse and surrounding space within this garden are too small and cramped 
to provide functional plant production that can usefully serve the needs of the Farm.  

During the life of this project, CCF has employed four new part-time gardeners working on the 
Orchard, the Nursery Garden and especially on implementing the new First Nations Garden 
which features indigenous food plants. All these spaces, especially the First Nations Garden 
require planting material. At present, the large quantity of material needed for this garden is being 
propagated and housed at the Burnley Campus’ teaching and research nursery, where I am based.  
This is a short-term arrangement which I have been able to facilitate through my Novel Crops 
project, which occupies several polytunnels at the Campus for community engagement and 
outreach. From the perspective of the Burnley Campus, helping CCF in this way is an opportunity 
to re-establish a partnership with the Farm and I hope this relationship can now be on-going.  

Recommendation 1 
CCF should construct small-scale nursery facilities to provide plant materials for Farm gardens, 
for the community garden and, in the long term, for purchase by visitors.  

I recommend that the current greenhouse should be removed and either re-located or sold/given 
away, freeing up space in the Nursery Garden to add new plantings.  

The CCF gardening team has already identified an area close to the Orchard Garden for 
construction of a small polytunnel, at the edge of Stables Paddock. This is probably the best 
location for a temporary growing space. In the medium to long term another area should be 
redeveloped for more substantial nursery construction. The area of pens and enclosures next to the 
Workshop and behind the compost area are currently underutilised or not utilised at all. If this area 
were converted into a growing facility it would provide opportunities for referred volunteers to 
work with CCF gardeners growing plants. In this area there is easy access to the Workshop, 
compost bays, the First Nations Garden and to the Nursery Garden. There is enough space here to 
build a potting area, a polytunnel and a shade facility.   
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Nursery production provides a well-
defined set of skills that could easily 
facilitate development of a social 
enterprise nursery or at least training of 
volunteers for employment in the 
wholesale or retail nursery industry. 
Nursery propagation is often used for 
‘therapeutic horticulture’ programs, 
discussed as a stand-alone topic later in 
this section.  

At the CERES Community 
Environmental Park in Brunswick East 
(www.ceres.org.au), there are 
propagation facilities as well as a retail 
nursery. The retail nursery sells plants 
bought from wholesalers as well as plants grown on site. It also sells other nursery products such 
as potting mix, seeds and gardening and permaculture books.  

I doubt that a full retail nursery is the best model for CCF because of the long trip required from 
the Farm to the car-park for potential customers and the added burden of deliveries that is already 
a problem for the Farm. However, nursery production at the limited scale proposed would deliver 
a surplus of plants which could be sold retail to visitors. In the Urban Agriculture section below I 
discuss conversion and re-development of the poultry area near the entrance ramp as a point of 
sale location for market garden produce grown in what is now the Barn Paddock. This is where 
CCF-grown plants could be sold as well.  

Recommendation 2 
CCF should employ three full time equivalent gardeners/horticulturists to manage and maintain 
gardens and planting spaces across the Farm, including (where needed) the community garden 
and in development of a CCF nursery, market garden (p33 below) and urban forest program (p35 
below). 

At present, the Orchard, Nursery Garden and First Nations Garden are the three key gardens on 
the Farm that need horticultural management and maintenance. However, there are other areas 
needing attention in the form of renovation and on-going maintenance. These areas include: the 
border bed at the Farm entrance that runs the length of the ramp by the Yarra Trail fence; the 
former medicinal garden bed that runs underneath the CCF office; planting beds in and around the 
toilets; small beds and planting areas around the café zone (mostly in the over-sized tree guards 
but also in spots by the Barn and Workshop); a series of plantings spaces next to the CCF house at 
no. 16 St Heliers Street; and other beds or rows of trees by the Yarra Trail .  

The new gardeners at CCF have already established objectives and work schedules for the 
Orchard and First Nations Garden. The old medicinal garden needs this same systematic approach 
to see whether it still retains much of the original planting; it might be more useful to convert it to 
a different horticultural use, e.g. seasonal cut flowers.  

The remaining spaces should be planted with attractive, long-flowering, long-lived, low water use 
herbaceous plants and some shrubs. On occasions planting out beds with colourful annual flowers 

Figure 24. Abandoned farm machinery in potential nursery location 
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will be appropriate but for the most part perennial species should be used to reduce inputs and 
save time.  

If Recommendation 1 is implemented and the Nursery Garden loses its current greenhouse, then 
this space will need renovation. At present, many of the plants in this garden are herbs or have 
fragrant leaves or flowers and no doubt attract useful, pollinator insects, including interesting and 
rare native species. This could be a good starting point for ongoing management and renovation of 
the space by the gardening team (see Therapeutic and Community Horticulture below).   
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Urban Agriculture  
Urban agriculture is growing and producing food in cities. It can refer to commercial market 
gardens, usually in peri-urban areas, or to community gardening in allotments or private backyard 
fruit and vegetable growing. At the community level on public land, urban agriculture has a long 
history. In Europe large scale allotment gardens were created in the nineteenth century to offset the 
negative effects of the Industrial Revolution and the creation of dense, crowded and polluted 
cities. In the Australian context, community gardens have a less developed history although there 
was a period of establishment in the 1970s, including the community garden at the Collingwood 
Children’s Farm which is one of the oldest in Melbourne. As already noted, the Collingwood 
Children’s Farm site was once a highly productive urban farm, supplying produce to the Convent’s 
residents for well over 100 years. 

Since the mid-2000s there has been a resurgent interest in urban agriculture both in Australia and 
internationally. This interest centres on a mix of concerns, such as: deep questioning of the current 
food system based on industrial agriculture; a desire to grow fresh food and enjoy the physical and 
psychological benefits of gardening; and an interest in building community and activating public 
spaces. In the City of Yarra, where CCF sits, the community’s demand for access to public growing 
spaces led to the creation of a council officer position, the Yarra Urban Agriculture Facilitator in 
2012 – the first such position in Australia. (I sat on the advisory committee to this position for 
seven years.) The aim of the Urban Agriculture Facilitator is to help Yarra residents, businesses and 
not-for-profit organisations grow food in as many places and spaces as possible across the 
municipality. The Urban Agriculture Facilitator is now a permanent, full time role within Yarra and 
sits within the Waste Minimisation and Urban Agriculture team of Council which ties its role into 
programs that aim to reduce food waste and to create compost. The position is now implementing 
its second formal Urban Agriculture Strategy (City of Yarra 2019) and has recently appointed a 
second part-time officer.  

Figure 25. Historic farm landscape (Image: CCF digital archives) 
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Apart from the community garden at CCF, the City of Yarra is home to other well-established 
community gardens such as those at the public housing estates of Richmond, Collingwood and 
Fitzroy, managed by Cultivating Community. The public housing estate gardens have an ethnically 
diverse membership, reflecting the migrant and refugee status of many residents in social housing.  
All these gardens have substantial waiting lists. In 2016, food charity FareShare, whose large 
commercial kitchen supplies CCF with organic waste, created a large food garden at Victoria Park 
rail station to supply their kitchen. The creation of this garden was a joint effort involving 
FareShare, food growing not-for-profit 3000 Acres, the City of Yarra Urban Agriculture Facilitator 
and staff from the Burnley campus, including the author. A large donation from the RACV allowed 
a derelict site – an old rail siding – to  be converted into a productive market garden managed by a 
horticultural coordinator supported by a large team of volunteers. The point of difference with this 
garden is that it is a specialised market garden and not an allotment or individual plot-based 
landscape. Its aim is to maximise production of key vegetables such as sweet potatoes and carrots 
to help FareShare meet its target of creating 5,000 meals per day from its Abbotsford kitchen.  

The Collingwood Children’s Farm has recently re-established links with the City of Yarra, 
FareShare and Cultivating Community around urban agriculture; in fact, Cultivating Community 
has it origin in activism involving staff from CCF in the 1990s. For many years, the CCF 
community garden was quite detached from the day-to-day life of the Farm with plot holders 
keeping to themselves. Now, a working group of the community garden is running regular 
meetings, education and training days and providing produce from the garden at the monthly CCF 
farmers’ market held in Stables Paddock. Importantly, the working group is also establishing 
communal areas that allow potential new members to participate in growing crops before they 
take on a plot of their own, when a vacancy appears. This is in keeping with best practice as it has 
developed in Melbourne community gardens over the last ten years, where it has become 
apparent that community gardens must be genuine shared public spaces and not effectively 
privatised for members with long term or intergenerational tenure.  

Given the rich context for urban agriculture in Yarra, CCF is well positioned to take a strong lead 
in making the links between food growing, physical activity and healthy eating. Managers of the 
CCF café have expressed interest in using produce grown at CCF and newly appointed gardeners 
have begun growing various vegetable crops for sale to the café and, in small quantities, to the 
public. 

Recommendation 3  
CCF should develop a more integrated focus on urban agriculture by converting all or part of the 
Barn Paddock into a professionally managed and facilitated market garden; as part of this market 
garden development the black, timber poultry pens opposite the Barn Paddock should be refitted 
to service the market garden (for tools, vegetable sales etc.) or removed with new structures 
designed and built.  

Converting the Barn Paddock into a market garden would produce crops for sale to the Farm and 
Convent cafés, at the monthly farmers’ market, or for sale to CCF members and visitors. Based on 
the FareShare model a market garden of this size would create meaningful opportunities for CCF’s 
critical volunteer participants as well as educational opportunities for students at primary, 
secondary and tertiary level, and for community garden members. In fact, a new market garden 
could be seen as an expansion of the communal zone of the current community garden.  Examples 
of current community-based market gardens for CCF to examine as models include Joe’s Market 
Garden at CERES in Brunswick and the Pocket City Market Garden in Sydney. 



34 Collingwood Children’s Farm Landscape and Vegetation Consultation Report 

As discussed in Recommendations 1 and 2, a CCF nursery would grow seedlings for the market 
garden while CCF full time gardeners would manage the market garden space and facilitate 
volunteer participation. If CCF builds a multi-purpose hub or renovates the house at no. 18 St 
Heliers Street with a commercial kitchen, the market garden would supply produce for food 
education and cooking classes.  

As outlined briefly in Recommendation 1, the current poultry sheds that sit in the small lane 
between the entrance ramp and the Barn Paddock could be converted to sheds that service the 
market and community gardens, e.g. for housing tools, irrigation equipment etc. A small point-of-
sale stall could be created here to sell plants from the nursery and produce from the garden. I 
recommend that this is kept as a low-key enterprise in the beginning, modelled on the point-of-
sale stalls used in Havana, Cuba for their urban market gardens. One of the poultry sheds should 
be retained to allow chickens to be integrated into bed preparation for the market garden. 
Conversion of the poultry sheds might be possible as an in-house retrofit project or could easily 
justify demolition with a new design and build, perhaps incorporating the proposed multi-purpose 
hub with kitchen. These poultry sheds and their inhabitants seem to have lost their function and 
are disconnected from the life of the Farm; this issue is discussed further under Regenerative 
Agriculture (see p48 below).  

Costs associated with creating the market garden are mostly in terms of labour and water. (I 
discuss water use briefly towards the end of this report.) The aim would be to offset these costs 
through sale of produce but also through grants and funding programs that recognise the beneficial 
social and educational outcomes which the market garden would deliver.  

A more serious consequence of the Barn Paddock conversion to vegetable production would be 
loss of pasture for livestock grazing. I propose offsetting this loss through rationalisation of Stables 
Paddock discussed under Regenerative Agriculture below (p45).  

 

 

  

Figure 26. New part-time gardeners planting out the new mini-market garden in the Orchard 
August 2019 
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Urban Forestry  
Urban forestry is the systematic planting of trees in cities to provide shade and cooling, beauty, 
biodiversity and other benefits or ‘ecosystem services’ such as carbon sequestration. Melbourne 
has a long history of successful tree planting going right back to the colonial period. The city is 
renowned for its avenues and park trees, especially in the inner city and middle ring suburbs. In 
recent years, local councils in Melbourne, beginning with the City of Melbourne have started 
producing urban forest strategies. Formal strategies help make tree planting programs and 
management regimes less ad hoc and more evidence based, i.e. to determine more accurately the 
best kinds of trees to provide cooling effects (for example). The City of Yarra produced its Urban 
Forestry Strategy in 2017 and this document lays out the need for widespread planting of trees for 
the most critical areas of the municipality (City of Yarra 2017).  

CCF instigated significant tree planting in the 1990s as already described, mostly within shelter 
belts, along the riparian corridors, and as paddock trees. The Farm also has a significant existing 
canopy of trees that go back to its history as a farm for the Convent. The 2015 arborist’s report 
(Greenwood 2015) discussed earlier provides an excellent overview of CCF’s existing trees. CCF 
sits within a Yarra River landscape heritage precinct which means that any trees removed from the 
Farm are be subject to a planning permit from the City of Yarra and must be offset by replacement 
trees (although not necessarily the same species or in the same location).  

Recommendation 4  
CCF should develop an urban forestry program to plant large, long-lived trees throughout the 
Farm to provide shade, beauty, landscape cohesion, food, fodder, timber and carbon 
sequestration. 

The 2015 Roger Greenwood report on CCF’s trees recommends the removal of 62 trees across the 
Farm landscape, including 27 trees which sit on Abbotsford Convent Arts Foundation land 
(French’s Paddock). Removal of these trees should be made a priority. This removal program will 
provide great impetus for getting more trees in the ground as soon as possible. Trees should be 
planted along the Farm’s main laneway to provide shade and shelter to livestock and humans. The 
aim should be to create a multi-species avenue of evergreen and deciduous species. Trees should 
be planted along both sides of the Yarra Trail to form a closed canopy avenue, providing summer 
shade to cyclists and pedestrians. In some instances, notably at the boundary with the First Nations 
Garden it will be important to select tree species that do not overshadow the garden.   

In terms of species planted, a selection process should be undertaken to capture key desirable 
characteristics such as drought tolerance, longevity, and ability to provide fodder for livestock, to 
name a few. One potential species that I recommend (amongst many possible options) is 
Brachychiton populneus (Kurrajong), an outstanding multi-functional tree that could be planted in 
conjunction with existing River Red Gums in the Farm’s paddocks and elsewhere on the Farm. 
This Australian species, native from northern Victoria into New South Wales and as far north as 
central western Queensland is extremely robust. It is an attractive evergreen, sometimes partially 
deciduous tree, with a stout trunk and tubular pink flowers. It produces large pods with nutritious, 
nutty seeds used by Aboriginal people for food.  

Kurrajong was widely planted in Melbourne in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth 
century and many fine specimens from this period are still growing, e.g. at the Edinburgh Gardens 
in North Fitzroy. It is widely used as an emergency fodder plant for sheep and cattle on farms 
throughout its range. Sheep and cattle relish the nutritious leaves even when healthy pasture is 
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available. There is one small specimen of this tree on the Farm in the Four Flats Paddock. I have 
offered leaves from this tree to the sheep and goats on several occasions and they have eaten them 
gratefully despite their rich diet of grains and hay. Kurrajong is one of a number of multi-functional 
tree species that would integrate elements of agro-forestry into the Farm’s operations under the 
rubric of urban forestry. For example, acorns from Cork Oaks Quercus suber (planted next door at 
the Abbotsford Convent) are used to feed pigs acorns in Spain and Portugal and these could be 
planted at the Farm too.  

Of heritage significance is the need for successional planting of the large Quercus robur (Common 
Oak or English Oak), which is the most popular location for weddings on the Farm. There are also 
two large Oaks of heritage significance at the Convent. These three trees are each between 100 
and 150 years old. Replacement Oaks do not necessarily have to be Common Oaks as many 
North American species are more drought and heat tolerant (although Quercus robur is likely to 
persist as a useful urban tree under most climate change scenarios). A suggested location for 
planting two Oaks is at the bottom of the Nuns’ Walk. Subject to a more thorough selection 
process and site assessment the estimated number of large trees for planting across the Farm, but 
especially for the suggested avenues, is around 120, including on paddocks that are technically 
owned by the Convent, namely French Meadow and St Mary’s.  
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Urban Green Space and Relationship to the Yarra River 
The Collingwood Children’s Farm is set in a beautiful landscape, as noted several times. It is a 
significant area of urban green space in the City of Yarra and for the wider Melbourne community. 
Strictly speaking it is not ‘public open space’ as normally understood because you must pay to 
enter, unlike conventional ‘free’ parks and gardens. On the other hand, the Farm is itself truly 
multi-functional open space in that its offerings range from access to animals and gardens to open 
space and coffee and food.  

Any discussion of the Farm as urban green space must focus on use and management of the 
Stables Paddock. This area is large, and indeed open, and not fenced for livestock grazing. Its 
views onto the escarpment and remnant bushland and access to the Yarra River are rare in the 
inner city. 

The current main function of the Stables Paddock is for after-hours horse riding over spring, 
summer and autumn for the RDA and for the monthly farmers’ market. Other events occur 
occasionally such as the annual bonfire and the recent all-day celebration of the Farm’s 40th 
anniversary (November 2019). It is the perfect setting for events. However, the vehicular and foot 
traffic from the Farmers’’ market and other events over a long period of time, have degraded the 
turf/pasture surface of the paddock.  

Using the Institute of Public Works Engineering Guide to grading public open space (IPWEA 2015) 
I have graded the turf coverage of Stables as Very Poor with >40% bare patches depending on the 
time of year. The net result is that the Stables Paddock provides low quality amenity during those 
periods in between the market days. On market days the surface is also frequently dysfunctional, 
being at periods either dusty, slippery or muddy. While these conditions on market day may seem 
acceptable as a kind of ‘rustic’ experience they come at the cost of the long-term health of the 
paddock. When the Stables Paddock does have good grass growth, the pasture is not grazed, an 
odd situation given the constant need to feed CCF’s animals.  

Yarra (Birrarung)  
One of the features of the Stables Paddock is the access point to the Yarra River. The River sits 
below a relatively steep bank and there is no open view of the water until you get up close. As 
there is no directional signage, many visitors must find the river by accident. In the 1990s staff at 

CCF worked hard to revegetate the 
banks of the river with native 
vegetation. At that time, the banks were 
largely bare or planted with exotic (and 
weedy) willow trees. This riparian 
revegetation work, which included 
removal of the willows, has been very 
successful and today complements the 
intact native vegetation on the other 
side of the river. In fact, there is an on-
going partnership with the Friends of 
Merri Creek to keep the restoration 
project going, using understorey plants, 
largely grasses and forbs (native 
wildflowers), funded by Melbourne 
Water.  

Figure 27. Access to the Yarra in Stables Paddock 



38 Collingwood Children’s Farm Landscape and Vegetation Consultation Report 

One of the consequences of the revegetation work has been to hide the view of the river from 
most sections of the Farm; in fact, the successful growth of trees and shrubs physically blocks 
access too, by creating a wall of plants. Inadvertently, this has detracted from the quality of the 
experience of visiting the Farm. It also limits opportunities for education and amenity around a 
whole suite of values associated with rivers generally and with the Yarra in particular. These 
values and opportunities include: freshwater ecology, water quality monitoring, the history and 
physical geography of the Yarra, and especially the historic and on-going significance of the Yarra 
as Birrarung to the Traditional Owners.  

Over the last twenty years industrial uses on the Yarra have declined rapidly with factories and 
warehouses replaced by residential apartments. This has facilitated a large demographic shift and 
an increase in population which places more pressure on the Yarra and surrounding landscapes as 
urban green space. At the same time, this opens many opportunities to engage people with the 
significance of the Yarra and to provide concomitant investment in its conservation, amenity value 
and connection with indigenous people. This is in fact reflected in recent legislation and strategy 
development namely, the Yarra River Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung murron) Act 2017, the Yarra 
River Action Plan and the 10-year Yarra Strategic Plan. Melbourne Water is the lead agency 
responsible for coordinating the development of a 50-year community vision for integrated 
management of the Yarra in four sections: the Upper Rural Reach, the Lower Rural Reach, the 
Suburban Reach and the Inner City Reach. The Farm sits within the Inner City Reach of the Plan.  

Recommendation 5 
Stables Paddock should be restored and developed as high quality, multi-functional urban green 
space with a special emphasis on integrating the space with the Yarra River.  

Stables Paddock is large enough to encompass a range of treatments from simple, low cost 
solutions and improvements all the way to major projects requiring careful planning and design 
with a range of partners. The aim is to activate the paddock as green space for visitors and 
participants, mostly for passive recreational and educational values.  

Easy First Steps 
At present, Stables Paddock has no picnic tables or seats other than a couple of old benches at the 
top of the bank near the river. A few full-size picnic tables were laid out temporarily for the 40th 
anniversary festival; these worked well and were heavily used. In the shadier areas near the river 
similar sized tables could be purchased and placed on a semi-permanent basis or moved around 
as necessary.  

In order to improve Stables Paddock as functional open space large specimen trees should be 
planted to provide shade. In line with my recommendations for an urban forestry program, three or 
four significant shade trees could be planted across the space. One or two trees could be planted 
to provide long term shade for the Stables themselves. Scattered River Red Gums planted in the 
1990s are growing well and these should be retained. To help increase plantings of locally 
indigenous vegetation, native grasses and forbs could be planted underneath these existing Red 
Gums from the base and just beyond the drip line of the tree canopy.  

Larger Scale Projects 
Yarra (Birrarung) Access 
In 1993 Taylor and Cullity (now TCL) envisaged a ‘fishing jetty’ at the access point discussed in 
this section (see Figure 30 below). This concept should be revisited either on its own merit or as 
the basis for creating other forms of open access to the Yarra River such as that provided at the 
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nearby Deep Rock Swimming Hole (Figure 28) 
in Yarra Bend National Park. Creating a 
significant access area in this location might 
require substantial re-working of the river bank, 
subject to design, permits and high cost. In the 
context of the Yarra Strategic Plan, this would 
provide an opportunity for partnership with the 
Wurundjeri Council to provide advice or to 
drive the design process on how this access 
could reflect indigenous cultural values. 
Activating access to the Yarra as Birrarung (i.e. 
as a Wurundjeri river) in this way would 
provide passive recreational experiences for 
visitors but also scope for education and 
interpretation of local ecology and First Nations 
sovereignty.  

Developing a design brief for integrating river 
access within Stables Paddock could be 
widened to include other opportunities. For 
example, the Farm currently has no play 
equipment for children. While formalising play 
opportunities may seem unnecessary given the 
Farm’s numerous other experiences, Stables 
Paddock is the only large free space on the farm 

Figure 28. Deep Rock Swimming Hole 

Figure 29. Escarpment at Deep Rock 

Figure 30. TCL fishing jetty concept 



40 Collingwood Children’s Farm Landscape and Vegetation Consultation Report 

where unstructured play opportunities exist. Over the course of my time at the Farm I have seen 
CCF lay out sticks and branches in sections of  Stables Paddock with signs inviting children to 
construct cubby houses and structures. Children responded well to this encouragement on these 
occasions. Some form of semi-formalised adventure or bush play space could be created on 
Stables to make this a permanent feature of the Farm. A stimulating and popular play-space would 
add to the diversity of experiences at the Farm, helping to take pressure off those CCF paddocks 
(and their animals) which are used heavily for feed walks for children and/or tractor rides.  

Stables Paddock could also be used as the 
starting point for walks along the Farm’s 
entire length of river frontage, revegetated 
since the 1990s. Creating a river walkway 
would allow more, largely informal, river 
access points to be made, especially in 
areas where there are beautiful views of 
the Yarra currently hidden from visitors 
(Figure 31).  

Reorganizing and Restoring the Paddock 
for Events and Functions 
Any attempt to improve the visitor 
experience of Stables Paddock must aim 
to reorganise and rationalise current uses, 
mostly the layout and scope of the 
monthly farmers’ market.  The market is a 
significant source of revenue for the Farm 
and provides a great connection to the 
local community and to the Farm’s 
support for sustainable agriculture. 
Nevertheless, the market’s occupation of 
the entire paddock once a month, which 
includes stalls and vehicular and foot 
traffic leads to its degradation. Restoring 
the paddock’s health is reasonably simple 

via aerating and/or cultivation of the bare patches followed by re-sprigging with couch and kikuyu 
stolons and rhizomes. Equipment is available at the Farm which would allow staff to complete this 
task. On the downside, this would mean that the paddock would need resting from market impact 
for at least one full growing season and preferably for a full 12 months or more. Once restored the 
paddock would need greater rest periods than one month, especially in winter when the wetness 
of the ground greatly exacerbates compaction from vehicular and foot traffic. The solution might 
be to re-set the vision for on-going use of Stables Paddock for the Market, making it a specialised, 
smaller scale offering for the non-winter months, thus reducing its negative impact on the 
turf/pasture. Areas of turf, especially where vehicles may drive or be parked could be reinforced 
with concrete or plastic cells designed to prevent compaction to lawns and turf.  

However, before any decision is made to restore the turf/pasture cover of the paddock, several 
relatively simple steps could be taken. The permanently bare area at the paddock’s effective 
entrance and immediate surrounds could be covered in crushed rock or compacted gravel; the 
informal track that runs from here past the west side of the stables building would receive the same 

Figure 31. View of the Yarra at the end of the woodlot at Zora’s 
Paddock 
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treatment (see Areas and Ideas for Consideration for a concept diagram p?). This would have the 
benefit of reducing the seasonal switch between mud and dust under the current regime. In fact, it 
may be possible to concentrate market stalls in these rationalised areas and away from the 
pasture/turf altogether.  

To complicate matters further, I recommend under Pasture Management and Regenerative 
Agriculture (p45 below) that a portion of Stables needs to be fenced off for grazing, thus creating a 
new paddock. This is to offset the loss of pasture if the Barn Paddock is converted to a market 
garden. The proposed area is marked in Figure 33.  Apart from providing new pasture for the 
Farm’s livestock, the new sub-paddock would also allow visitors to see animals in Stables 
Paddock, adding to its mix of experiences and opportunities for visitors and volunteers.  

The recommendations, options and issues outlined above for Stables Paddock need a coordinated 
approach for resolving and integrating. This may require formulating a brief for a designer or 
design team. I recommend that for this and other complex land-use decisions that a group 
exercise/workshop system is used with key staff and CoM members to create the brief for a 
designer or consultant. This brief creation process may be regarded as a design/planning exercise 
in its own right, with the aim being to use in-house skills to find workable solutions in the first 
instance before reaching out for external help. The process would follow methodologies used for 
whole-farming planning, combining use of aerial images with transparent overlays with on-ground 
exercises and discussions.  

On p63 below (under the Role of Staff: Capacity and In-House Planning section) I recommend that 
CCF adopt the in-house brief-creation and planning process for future projects, involving staff and 
relevant CoM members. Redevelopment of the Stables Paddock would provide the perfect pilot 
exercise for making this process a standard part of the Farm’s culture.  
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Pasture Management and Regenerative Agriculture 
This section deals mostly with managing livestock and pastures at the Farm, although it also relates 
to all forms of agriculture and horticulture on the property. Embracing Regenerative Agriculture as 
a guiding farm management philosophy is discussed under Recommendation 9 (p47). A large 
proportion of the Farm is used for grazing cows, horses, goats and sheep. These animals are not 
managed to produce saleable meat, milk or fibre; instead, their function is to provide children or 
special needs volunteers with the opportunity to see, touch or work with animals normally only 
found on commercial, rural farms. While at one level this is ‘entertainment’, equally it is ‘therapy’, 
especially in tailored programs such as the Rider Disability Program that provides horse riding 
lessons and experiences for children with disabilities. CCF livestock also eat grass, which is both a 
useful function (keeping the grass at a desirable height), but also a management problem (because 
sheep, cows, goats and horses need a lot of grass as pasture to stay alive). In any grazing 
enterprise, managing pastures is a balancing exercise. The balance is between the number of stock 
required to make a living (whether producing meat or, in this case, facilitating experiences for 
children) and the natural or enhanced capacity of the farm to produce enough grass and fodder to 
achieve the production objective. If there are too many animals there are various negative 
consequences: the need to import feed from elsewhere; soil compaction; nutrient run-off into 
waterways; soil erosion; and loss of biodiversity (e.g. through destruction of soil life or diverse 
indigenous grasses).  

Pasture Management 
When I began this project at the Farm, pasture management ranked as a key issue to be addressed. 
Understandably, the most pressing issue raised was the possibility of simply running out of grass 
(pasture) for the animals to feed on, as the summer and autumn of 2018-2019 was one of the driest 
on record. The combination of grazing pressure from CCF animals and the lack of rain meant that 
pasture was not recovering and was actively degrading. Imported feed was being used to alleviate 
the situation but was becoming expensive and potentially scarce given that the drought was 
widespread across rural Victoria. If one definition of sustainable agriculture is reducing or 
eliminating external farm inputs, then dependence on outside feed sources for CCF’s animals 
raises questions about the Farm’s current approach to pasture management.  

CCF’s pastures have all the indicators of being low-quality, including: persistent bare patches; the 
presence of weeds species (especially non-grass weeds such as mallow and nettle); and in places 
hard-to-penetrate soil indicating compaction. In a few paddocks the compaction and bare areas 
have been caused by a lethal combination of constant livestock grazing and human foot traffic 
(from visitors walking on paddocks to feed animals).  

Baseline Analysis from SKM Report 
Previous plans and reports have tackled pasture management at the Farm as discussed above (pp. 
27-28). Both the 1996 Wilson and Holmgren plan and the 2014 SKM Agronomist’s report 
acknowledge that the farm is not grazing livestock for conventional commercial purposes but is 
still obliged to manage pasture as optimally as possible. In both cases, the reports recommend 
adopting cell or rotational grazing to improve pasture management at the Farm. The SKM report is 
clear that CCF has too many animals relative to the carrying capacity of the Farm. It also 
acknowledges, however, that the Farm needs a relatively high number of animals to provide the 
experience that visitors seek from the property.  

There is an anomaly in the SKM report, namely the apparent absence of St Mary’s Paddock and 
the inclusion of Stables (which is usually excluded from grazing). In addition, since 2014, when 
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the report was written, the number of animals has changed slightly although not enough to 
discount its overall principles and conclusions. These are: 

● The number of animals at CCF is above the sustainable carrying capacity of the Farm’s 
pasture  

● The livestock carrying capacity of a property is measured in terms of units of Dry Sheep 
Equivalent (DSE), i.e. the pasture requirements of a 50 kg non-lactating sheep (generally a 
castrated ram known as a wether). This allows for comparing the grazing impact of 
different kinds of animals measured in units of Dry Sheep Equivalent, e.g. one horse = 15 
dry sheep. 

● CCF is running 200 DSE, meaning that the entire collection of CCF animals (cows, sheep, 
goats and horses) is the equivalent of 200 dry sheep. 

● The Farm has 4.3 hectares of useable pasture (at 200 DSE). 
● If the Farm was run strictly in accordance with its carrying capacity it would run 34.4 DSE 

over the whole Farm. 
● This means that CCF is currently running six times over the sustainable/optimal amount.  

This can be understood as follows:  

● 200 DSE = 46.5 DSE to the hectare at CCF  (200 DSE divided by 4.3 hectares)  
● To maintain healthy pasture (subject to seasonality etc) the ideal rate would be 8 DSE to 

the hectare (not the current 46.5), i.e. 8 individual (dry) sheep for every hectare 

Because the DSE system gives you equivalents to other animals, under this model the sustainable 
number of different types of livestock at CCF (given the recommended carrying rate of 34.4 DSE) 
would be: 

● 2.293 horses over the whole property, i.e. as one horse = 15 dry sheep 

Or  

● 11.5 goats over the whole property  

Or  

● 14 Ewes and lambs over the whole property 

The SKM report concludes that given CCF’s high stocking rate, it is in fact very important to buy 
supplementary feed from outside the Farm. Importing grain or extra hay ensures that the animals 
do not destroy the existing pasture. At the same time, it allows existing pasture to be rested for 
longer.  

The report points out that Pennisetum clandestinum (Kikuyu) and Cynodon dactylon (Couch) 
grasses predominate in CCF’s pasture and rates them as only medium value. It recommends that 
more traditional ‘productive’ grasses be such as Rye Grass should be incorporated into the 
paddocks. However, it also admits that as the Farm pastures are not raising animals for market and 
given the persistence of Couch and Kikuyu in CCF paddocks (for what is presumed to have been 
decades), these species play an important role in providing warm season pasture. 

Within the horticulture industry, Couch and Kikuyu are ubiquitous turf grasses used for general 
amenity lawns and sports fields in southern Australia. With climate change and since the 
Millenium Drought they are being used more often, replacing finer leaved turf species (such as 
Fescues) because they are more drought and heat tolerant. Indeed, with milder winters as the 
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climate changes these species are also retaining coverage in winter as well albeit with little or no 
active growth during colder months. For this reason, they are being re-examined for use as pasture 
species in Victoria’s dairy industry as the climate warms (Garcia et al 2014). As a result, I 
recommend that these ‘summer grasses’ be retained as the predominant pasture grasses at CCF.  

Pasture Workshop 
In July 2019 I ran a workshop with CCF staff and volunteers examining pasture issues in detail. The 
workshop included key CCF staff responsible for pasture and livestock management as well as staff 
from other Farm departments such as community liaison, volunteer recruitment, horticulture, 

reception and admin/accounting. 
During the workshop I laid out the 
technical analysis provided by the 
2014 SKM report with a general 
overview of grass/turf/pasture issues 
in the context of Melbourne’s 
climate. The challenge set to staff 
was to work out the best balance 
between the upper limit of animals 
required for pasture health with the 
perceived needs of visitors, 
especially children, to have close 
access to and interactions with the 
animals, i.e. the number of animals 
needed to facilitate these 
experiences.  

Staff were divided into teams and instructed to think through the complexities of CCF’s mission 
and operations as they relate to its animals and therefore to its pasture. The heart of the complexity 
as revealed by the workshop and subsequent discussions can be summarised as follows, step by 
step: 

● The Farm has animals to show paying visitors a diversity of farm animals; 
● Visitors pay a fee and therefore have a level of expectation of seeing animals and of some 

level of close-up interaction; 
● The Farm promotes paddock walks and feeding sessions with the goats and sheep, 

especially on weekends when the Farm is at its busiest; the paddock chosen for feed walks 
must be reasonably convenient for visitor access, i.e. not too far down the main alley or 
across the Yarra Trail on paddocks ‘outside’ the Farm (thus limiting the choice of paddock); 

● Tractor rides for children (towed in a cage trailer behind the tractor) are popular on 
specified weekends and require a fixed route in a particular paddock; 

● When tractor rides are on there can be no animals in the paddock; 
● CCF goats and sheep are arguably over-fed because of weekend feeding sessions; 
● It is therefore difficult to manage CCF animals through a more sustainable rotational 

grazing system because allocating animals to different paddocks on a rotational pasture 
management basis will interfere with the Farm visitor experience.  

It is important to note that the key pressure on pasture identified by the workshop was on the 
demand placed on animals and pasture by the ‘entertainment’ side of the equation (for paying 
visitors and their children) rather than on the ‘therapy’ side of providing work and experiences for 

Figure 32. Pasture workshop at CCF 
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supported volunteers (as per CCF’s core mission). This is not to say that the ‘entertainment’ value 
of CCF as a ‘petting zoo’ is not beneficial or therapeutic but simply that staff did not identify 
supporting volunteer work experience as placing a strain on the animals or the pasture.  

Recommendations 
My recommendations for regenerative agriculture and pasture management are divided into two 
parts. Part One deals with the practicalities of the 2014 SKM Pasture Report as it rubs up against 
the demands on CCF staff for managing visitor experience of animals and tractor rides. Part Two 
deals with the ways to translate a philosophical commitment to Regenerative Agriculture into 
innovative ways to monitor and manage the pasture and the animals, providing environmental 
benefits to the Farm as well as an increased ‘service offer’ around activities and education.  

Part One - Managing the Paddocks 
Recommendation 6 
Create a program of paddock restoration largely in line with the SKM report, at least in terms of 
its basic principles and techniques, especially around the use of rotation and cell grazing. 
Relatively low-cost flexible/temporary fencing can be used to concentrate grazing in certain 
sections of paddocks to allow for pasture re-growth in other sections.  

Recommendation 7 
Current CCF staff should develop a simple working plan for pasture restoration with a view that 
restored paddocks will be managed through cell grazing in the future. This plan must include 
addressing the issue of catering for tractor rides in an allocated paddock. The plan can be as 
simple as a hand drawn diagram on an A1 piece of paper or transparency laid over an aerial 
image of the Farm.   

Recommendation 8 
Create a sub-paddock in Stables by fencing off an area running from the northern edge of the 
stables building to the Yarra (as per Figure 33 below) and use the rest of the Stables Paddock for 
grazing with temporary fencing, volunteer shepherds or tethering when appropriate.  

The plan will specify which paddocks need improvement/restoration and what kind of treatment, 
e.g. introduction of clovers or other legumes for nitrogen production or ploughing or aerating, 
reseeding, fertilising and liming. A CCF pasture plan will outline a monitoring and measuring 
program which will identify the composition of desirable grasses, presence of weeds and/or bare 
areas, compaction, soil nutrition levels, pH, duration of grazing period of different livestock etc. In 
line with discussions from the pasture workshop, staff with direct responsibility for pasture should 
develop their plan for optimising pasture and animal health without any initial regard for other 
activities on the paddocks such as feed walks. Once this plan is clear, a wider staff discussion can 
take place around how to fit other activities (such as tractor rides and feed walks) into the pasture 
plan. The pasture plan will not only help key staff manage a key Farm resource but also help 
communicate management needs and challenges to all staff and members of the Committee of 
Management.  

I should note that one staff member has already devised a plan that addresses the conflict between 
having tractor rides for children and having animals in the paddock at the same time. This plan 
involves creating a separate fenced tractor alley within the current paddock allocated to tractors. 
This idea has a lot of merit if tractor rides are to remain a core offering to children on Family Days 
at the Farm. It allows the paddock to be used for grazing while tractor rides are fenced off from 
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animals. I recommend that this plan or a version of it be implemented (as per Recommendation 
7). 

A key principle which staff must always consider is the number of animals needed at the Farm to 
provide a satisfactory experience for volunteers and visitors. Where possible the total number of 
livestock required at CCF should be kept to the minimum level, adopting a conservative stocking 
philosophy for the Farm overall. This helps reduce pressure on the pasture and lessens the cost of 
feed and water.   

The recommendation for using Stables for grazing entails the creation of the new sub-paddock to 
offset the recommended conversion of the Barn Paddock to a market garden. Installing large 
double gates would allow easy access to this area for horse riding and vehicles where necessary. 
Because access to pasture is a constant pressure at CCF I recommend creating this sub-paddock 
irrespective of any lead time on conversion of Barn Paddock to a market garden. The 
recommendation to use the rest of the unfenced portions of Stables Paddock for grazing would 
involve CCF staff or volunteers as shepherds supervising sheep and goats as they move through the 
paddock or using temporary, moveable fencing. This would only be appropriate once the paddock 
has been restored and regenerated and on quiet days with few visitors. Tethering animals to a fixed 
spot for grazing is commonly used for goats and could easily be applied in sections of the Stables 
Paddock. CCF staff tell me that this was once a regular practice on the Farm in Stables Paddock 
close to the Yarra but was discontinued at some point for no known reason.  

  

Figure 33. Stables Paddock proposed changes (aerial image source: NearMap) 
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Part Two - Regenerative Agriculture 
Over four decades, CCF has had periods of investment and significant development linked to 
government programs or grass roots movements from a particular era. Plantings of rare and 
unusual fruit trees (for Melbourne at least) and fodder shrubs such as Tagasaste speak to the staff 
involvement in the permaculture movement, as does the implementation of aspects of the Wilson 
and Holmgren (whole-farm and permaculture) plan. From the mid-1990s into the early 2000s CCF 
created, and was the hub for, a local Landcare group which led to the planting of woodlots and 
riparian revegetation. Movements and policies/programs provide frameworks and energy for 
dealing with contemporary issues and are critical drivers of change and funding.  

Regenerative Agriculture is a growing international movement, both philosophy and practice, for 
producing food, fibre and timber sustainably and regeneratively. The movement is premised on the 
need to re-build soils and vegetation on farms degraded by industrial agriculture. Because of the 
scale of livestock industries and their contribution to land degradation and climate change, many 
Regenerative Agriculture farmers focus on ways to use grazing animals to build healthy, fertile 
soils and sequester carbon rather than the converse. For these farmers ethical meat production and 
consumption are important goals for their enterprises. The ethos and technical applications of 
Regenerative Agriculture derive much from the discipline of agroecology, organic farming, 
permaculture design, and the Landcare and whole-farm planning movements/programs. CCF owes 
much of its present layout to a whole-farm planning process and a large Landcare based tree 
planting project in the 1990s. Regenerative Agriculture, therefore, provides a contemporary 
framework for the Farm and its management and a chance to look at old but on-going issues with 
fresh eyes.  

Despite huge government and community efforts since the late 1980s, notably through Landcare 
and Catchment Management programs, the wool, beef cattle and cereal cropping industries have 
caused widespread and irreversible degradation to Australian ecosystems. This includes the 
destruction of much of First Nations culture and society, including sophisticated pre-colonial food 
production systems. The vast problems of colonial and industrial agriculture also come with a 
historic record of innovation, economic development and the creation of cultural and social 
landscapes of great international significance. The Collingwood Children’s Farm has a deep 
connection to the beginnings of European agriculture in the earliest days of the Port Phillip 
District, subsequently the Colony of Victoria. After early colonists, notably Edward Curr (snr) and 
Samuel Orr used the land around the present-day Farm for grazing, the Sisters of the Good 
Shepherd at the Abbotsford Convent farmed the land for nearly 120 years. State and Federal 
listings of the Convent as a heritage site acknowledge that the Collingwood Children’s Farm 
preserves the broad farming landscape of the Convent, adding to the Convent’s heritage 
significance (Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, 2020). As a combined 
landscape, the Convent and CCF represent one of the last intact inner-urban monastic/convent 
farming landscapes in the world (Abbotsford Convent Foundation 2005).  

Recommendation 9 
Adopt Regenerative Agriculture as a guiding philosophy and practice for the Collingwood 
Children’s Farm using principles developed for the Farm’s unique historical, environmental and 
urban context. 

Although broad in scope I have developed the following principles for Regenerative Agriculture to 
apply to CCF’s unique urban situation. Many of these principles are already reflected in the Farm’s 
current layout and practices, connected to previous designs and various Farm projects over the last 
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40 years. Consequently, most of these principles are designed to reinvigorate values and practices 
long used at CCF. For example, the proposed market garden (Recommendation 3, p33) is a way to 
create a food growing project based on contemporary needs that also complements CCF’s existing 
community garden while referencing the Farm’s agricultural past.  

The Regenerative Agriculture principles are:  

● Managing the Farm (and designing Farm projects) so that the Farm is as multi-functional, 
ecologically complex and regenerative as possible; 

● Managing the Farm in the context of current and past land use and in the current context of 
the local and regional landscape, e.g. the Convent Arts Precinct, Yarra Bend Park, Burnley 
Horticultural College, the Yarra River, local schools and public parks and gardens; 

● Forming partnerships and creating networks to reflect the local and regional landscape 
context as described above, in order to meet the challenges faced by urban communities 
around a range of issues: e.g. food growing skills; the need for stimulating, high quality 
green space; and meaningful work and volunteering opportunities for children and adults 
with disabilities/disadvantage; 

● Recognition of First Nations people and their prior occupation, unceded sovereignty and 
land management practices; re-imagining of current farm practices in that context where 
possible. 

● Having a nature conservation ethos and management philosophy so that biodiversity 
values are protected and enhanced; 

● Making aesthetics a key driver of good functional design, i.e. that the Farm landscape is 
managed and maintained to be as aesthetically pleasing as possible, recognising that an 
attractive landscape is a ‘therapeutic’ landscape and more likely to reflect good biophysical 
outcomes too, e.g. soil and animal health; 

● Encouraging a ‘knowledge hungry, knowledge rich’ culture amongst staff, recognising that 
Regenerative Agriculture requires constant curiosity and active searching for solutions 
around natural resources, plants and animals, farming techniques, and climate change 
adaptation and mitigation; 

● Translating a knowledge-hungry approach into a long-term program of monitoring of key 
environmental assets and parameters, e.g. soil testing (pH, microbial assays, nutrient 
status), pasture, water quality monitoring, climate and weather, biodiversity surveys etc., 
with concomitant investment in staff and volunteer training to build capacity and 
capability; this should be connected to a wider drive for community involvement eg. 
through citizen science programs; 

● Communicating the Farm’s challenges and problems internally and to a wider audience 
with authenticity and transparency; this is so that the Farm’s experience of finding solutions 
and reimagining its values becomes part of a wider contribution to sustainable farming and 
regenerative agriculture especially in an urban context. 

The Regenerative Agriculture principles above are essentially an invitation for CCF to explore 
creativity and innovation for farming given the complexity of its setting, history and mission. 

Regenerative Agriculture, Animal Choices, and Farm ‘Representation’   
I have already greatly emphasised the Farm’s complexity in this report. Nowhere is this complexity 
more evident than in the choices made to keep and care for particular types of animals over 
others. However, before considering animal or breed choice in the context of Regenerative 
Agriculture, I want to briefly examine another complex issue, raised many times by CCF staff and 
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CoM members alike: is CCF just a ‘petting zoo’ rather than a ‘real’ farm? What kind of ‘real’ farm 
should CCF represent (if we imagine that a ‘real’ farm must have animals)? 

I have tried to partly answer this question by concluding that the Farm does indeed provide simple 
animal experiences for children that are, at a very basic level, ‘entertainment’. At this point I do 
not think that this ’entertainment’ helps educate children and their carers about agriculture and 
farming at any level beyond the fact that they get to see animals firsthand, rather than mediated 
through the internet, television or books. Nor do I think that this matters too much, at present at 
least, given the singular lack of information available at the Farm about the animals or agriculture 
generally, although it would seem like a wasted opportunity (more on this under Education, 
Interpretation and Signage below). Overall, I conclude that this animal-based ‘entertainment’ 
remains a positive service, especially as it caters for fee-paying visitors who help fund the Farm 
and its core mission around helping disadvantaged people. At the same time, the current poor 
condition of some CCF paddocks can be attributed to overuse from this ‘entertainment’ aspect of 
animal management.  

Beyond the ‘petting zoo’ function, is CCF a ‘real’ Farm for its staff and volunteers? The answer is 
profoundly ‘yes’ because all the animals require a lot of care and management. Staff and 
volunteers must undertake a range of tasks, from identifying any animal health issues through to 
organising feed and shelter or planning the lambing season to name just a few of CCF’s animal 
keeping ‘chores’. All this means that staff and volunteers gain skills and confidence in animal 
husbandry and land management that are not readily available elsewhere, especially in an urban 
context. The Young Farmers program which dates to the earliest days of CCF, gives children as 
young as eight years old the opportunity to help care for the animals. CCF staff place a great deal 
of emphasis on animal welfare and much thought goes into providing animals with ‘holidays’ at 
peri-urban farms, away from too much human interaction, where possible.  

With all this in mind, we get to the issue of animal choice at the Farm. Much of what I discuss 
below is designed to generate further discussion and debate within CCF and is not a firm outline of 
specific animal recommendations.   

Recommendation 10 
CCF instigate an internal review of animal choice as part of a process to re-energise its mission 
and operations through Regenerative Agriculture.  

At present, most of the animals at CCF, other than the horses, represent rare or heritage breeds of 
livestock; this includes the various poultry breeds as well as the goats (Anglo-Nubians) sheep 
(Shropshires and Border Leicesters), cows (Dairy Shorthorn and Ayrshire) and pigs (Berkshires). 
This interest in heritage breeds dates back to 2001 when the Farm participated in the Federation 
Rare Breeds Display Project to help celebrate the centenary of Australia’s Federation.  

After nearly twenty years I think it’s time to revisit this choice of Federation breeds and to discuss 
their on-going relevance to the Farm in terms of the Regenerative Agriculture approach outlined 
above. While conserving rare breeds is important for maintaining diverse genetic stock and agro-
biodiversity there must be clear objectives to drive this choice. If the objectives are not clear, then 
managing rare breeds becomes more like having a museum display. If that’s the case, then perhaps 
other aspects of the Farm should be linked to the early twentieth century too, e.g. by using farm 
equipment and methods from this period, in the spirit of an historical theme park.  

I would argue that the Farm’s decision making around preserving agro-biodiversity should be 
made in terms of climate change adaptation and local landscape function. For example, as 
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summers become drier and hotter the question to ask is: which breeds of animals are better 
adapted to heat and drought? CCF staff should investigate whether there are rare breeds of goats 
and sheep better suited to these conditions than Shropshires, Border Leicesters and Anglo-
Nubians. The Farm has only one Merino sheep even though this is the dominant wool breed in 
Australia and has been for over 150 years. At the same time, global demand for wool has declined 
dramatically in the last 40 years as synthetic fibres (ultimately derived from fossil fuels) have 
dominated textile production, including for clothing. Perhaps this steep decline makes keeping 
sheep at CCF to display wool breeds less relevant than it was when Australia ‘rode on the sheep’s 
back’ in the 1950s. On the other hand, of course, this might be the very reason that CCF continues 
to promote wool as a natural fibre. If that’s the case CCF should develop clear breeding and 
educational goals for keeping particular sheep breeds for that purpose.  

The guinea pig ‘cuddles’ at CCF are extremely popular and provide low-cost, low impact 
entertainment for paying visitors. Increasing the number and types of small livestock for close-up 
interaction with children could help maintain visitor interest while reducing expectations for 
access to larger livestock in CCF’s paddocks. This will be particularly important while a pasture 
restoration program is implemented. Alternative small livestock could include rabbits of various 
breeds as well as miniature versions of conventional livestock, from sheep through to pigs, all 
potentially amenable to ‘cuddles’.   

The Farm already has a rich history of housing diverse kinds of poultry. Keeping chickens for egg 
production in urban areas has become popular again in the last ten years. At present, while CCF 
has an eclectic collection of geese, ducks and chickens there is no coordinated effort to showcase 
the best egg layer breeds or to run workshops to educate visitors on poultry care. Previous sales of 
eggs at CCF were discontinued several years ago when an inappropriate anti-biotic was 
administered to some of the hens, disallowing egg consumption from these animals. I would 
recommend that these animals be sold or euthanised so that CCF can revitalise its poultry 
program.  

I recommend rationalising poultry keeping at CCF to greater reflect contemporary urban interest in 
egg production. This could include breeding quails and other alternative egg layers. If the total 
number of larger animals was reduced, an area of an existing paddock could be converted to free 
range egg production with sales of eggs or young chickens (for egg-laying) to the public. In such a 
scenario free range poultry might be protected by Maremma dogs which bond to animals they are 
trained to protect; this would add another farm animal into the mix. In the meantime, CCF poultry 
should be focused mostly in the pens around the pizza oven while the black, wooden pens near 
the entrance are re-developed for produce sales from the proposed market garden or in association 
with a multi-purpose hub with kitchen.  

CCF’s large compost bays help deal with the larger crisis of organic waste disposal in the urban 
environment by composting the Farm’s own waste, as well fruit and vegetable scraps from the 
Farm café and from FareShare’s food charity kitchen in Abbottsford. Housing animals that eat 
organic waste, such as pigs and poultry, provides good opportunities for making links between 
animal keeping and waste management.  

Horses are high input animals in terms of food and veterinary needs. However, their role at CCF is 
crucial for the Farm’s wider mission of helping children with disadvantage, through the existing 
RDA program and through CCF’s new Equine-Assisted Therapy program. This is despite the fact 
that horses have long ceased to be ‘useful’ livestock since the advent of motor vehicles and 
agricultural machinery such as tractors. Milk consumption in western societies is high and 
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increasing in newly developed economies such as China. In that context, CCF’s basic 
demonstration of milking for children seems like a valuable exercise. Cows were the main 
livestock at the Farm during the Convent period, milked at the Convent’s own dairy.  

Regenerative Agriculture promotes 
the link between healthy farms, 
healthy animals and ethical meat 
consumption. If committed to 
Regenerative Agriculture and 
networked with other Regenerative 
Agriculture farmers, CCF could 
demonstrate and interpret ethical 
meat production. Animals have 
been butchered and dressed at CCF 
in the past especially for in-house 
schemes such as the Young 
Farmers’ Program.  

For CCF, working out what a ‘real’ 
farm is may seem like an elusive 
goal. However, rather than trying to 

represent or display some generalised idea of rural Australia or of a few specific rural industries 
CCF can position itself more firmly in its own unique urban agricultural/horticultural context and 
land use history. This is not just because the Farm’s history and context are intrinsically interesting 
but also because the Farm is small even by the standards of so-called ‘tree-change’ hobby farms, at 
around 20 acres. There is limited scope for CCF to represent the operational scale of large 
commercial farms in Australia, whether dairy, wool, beef cattle or cereal cropping or to provide a 
critique of these industries as destructive, unsustainable or otherwise.  

CCF can, however, fulfil its own mission well and manage the Farm as a regenerative, multi-
functional landscape within the constraints of its urban ‘complexity’. Only then can the Farm 
speak authentically to any wider agenda of helping people build a better relationship with food, 
agriculture, and health and well-being. This positions CCF as a centre for what in Europe is called 
‘social farming’. The focus of social farming is no longer on agricultural yield, as traditionally 
conceived, but on broader range of environmental and human ‘post-productivist’ values.  

Below I briefly outline two applications of the Regenerative Agriculture principles as 
Recommendations which, at first glance, are ‘solutions’ to CCF’s pasture challenges but which 
encompass a wider range of values.  

Figure 34. Cooling off the horses on a 40 degree day, December 2019 
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Creating an Area of Native Pasture Using Indigenous Grasses      
The dominant grass species that makes up the Farm’s pastures are all exotic. These grasses have 
replaced highly biodiverse indigenous grasslands, now threatened plant communities in Victoria 
where very few intact areas of this vegetation type remain. Indigenous grasses were the mainstay 
of Australia’s wool industry in the early colonial period before being eaten out by sheep or 
ploughed for cereal 
cropping. In less cleared 
parts of Australia’s 
wheat/sheep belt, such as 
north-western NSW, some 
farms retain large paddocks 
of native grasses to provide 
relatively drought proof 
pasture for their sheep and 
cattle. 

Aboriginal people carefully 
managed indigenous 
grasslands with fire to 
produce feed for game and 
to create gaps in the sward 
for yams and other staple 
vegetable tubers. Seeds from 
grasses were also used to 
make flour. Since the 1980s ecological restoration projects in south-eastern Australia have 
attempted to restore these grasslands. The restoration process is not an easy task because of the 
changed soil conditions where projects take place, including vast stores of exotic weed seed and 
elevated nutrients (which allow weeds to dominate). Nevertheless, restoration techniques have 
greatly improved and native grasses (and associated forbs or native wildflowers) have become a 
standard component of revegetation projects, e.g. for mine rehabilitation.  

Recommendation 11 
As part of a Regenerative Agriculture program, CCF should create an area of pasture using 
indigenous grasses in one of its paddocks.  

At one level, this is a climate change adaptation strategy to create an area of robust pasture able to 
withstand drought and heat. It is also a chance to bring native grasses back into the landscape for 
their biodiversity values. At the same time, depending on the mix of species used, a large area of 
indigenous grasses could be managed in partnership with the Wurundjeri Council to provide seed 
for sale into the revegetation industry or for demonstration of traditional seed gathering for flour 
production.  

I don’t envisage this is as a straightforward ecological restoration exercise designed to replicate the 
pre-European modelled vegetation type (or Ecological Vegetation Class benchmark) for CCF, 
largely Plains Grassy Woodland. Rather, the emphasis would be on growing a limited mix of high 
value indigenous grasses, with a known history of being grazed by livestock, as optimally as 
possible. Species could include for example:  

● Weeping grass – Microlaena stipoides  
● Wallaby grasses – Rytidosperma spp.   

Figure 35. Restored native at Yarra Bend Park. Potential model for CCF native 
pasture area grassland 
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● Kangaroo grass – Themeda triandra 
● Kangaroo Oat Grass – Themeda avenacea 
● Red grass – Bothriochloa macrantha  
● Blue Grass – Dichanthium sericeum 

A location next to the Yarra River (see Figure 43, p64) would provide maximum aesthetic effect 
and biodiversity benefit (by adding to the indigenous plant corridor planted over the last 20-25 
years). Healthy pastures, whether native or exotic, are also carbon sinks. This project could 
measure rates of carbon sequestration once indigenous grasses are established and then managed 
subsequently by grazing in partnership with a partner agency or University. The native pasture 
area could also be integrated with an ephemeral or permanent wetland adding to its ecological 
and aesthetic value. This is not a project to be undertaken lightly but if planned carefully and 

funded adequately with a range of partner 
organisations, would provide a range of 
benefits to the Farm. 

Grazing Service 
Large open areas of turf are a ubiquitous 
feature of parks and gardens across 
Melbourne and all Australian capital cities. 
Since the Millennium Drought most of 
these areas of turf have been converted to 
so-called summer grasses such as Couch 
and Kikuyu which require less water, and 
which recover quickly from drought after 

rainfall or when irrigated. All these grassed areas need constant cutting with mechanical mowers 
that use fossil fuels. As municipal governments seek ways to ‘de-carbonise’ their operations, there 
is a strong argument for using traditional, pre-industrial mowing methods, i.e. grazing grass with 
livestock. Internationally, this occurs in several major cities such as London and Paris (Figure 36).  

Ecological restoration projects in urban 
areas frequently encounter woody weed 
problems in difficult-to-access areas. 
Already in Melbourne, goats are being used 
to eat back this vegetation before 
replanting takes place (Figure 37). Local 
councils are looking at ways to phase out 
of glyphosate-based herbicides such as 
Round-Up because of growing evidence of 
health risks to users. CCF is a good position 
to offer its goats and sheep as an alternative 
to herbicides.  

So-called ‘differential mowing’ is becoming 
more common in Europe and North 
America (Figure 38). This simply refers to 
the practice of leaving large areas of lawn or amenity turf uncut to encourage wildlife and lessen 
the need to use petrol-driven machinery. This height differential between cut and uncut 
turf/meadows can be used to great aesthetic effect. This practice is less common in Australia 

Figure 36. Sheep graze London park (Daily Express, UK)  

Figure 37. ‘Graze Away’ goats controlling weeds in Melbourne 
(7 News) 
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perhaps partly driven by a fear of 
snakes and fire. However, differential 
mowing will increase in Australia over 
time as both a cost saving tool and as 
part of climate emergency strategies 
(by way of de-carbonisation, i.e. in 
order to reduce mechanical mowing), 
and where it is safe to do so. Where 
long grass must be cut periodically, 
there might be an opportunity for CCF 
to encourage local councils to create 
hay bales as a by-product as feed for 
CCF livestock. This is a speculative 
idea at this point but one that CCF 
should investigate and promote.  

As discussed previously, CCF’s livestock remain dependent on hay and other forms of feed 
supplied by farms and properties outside the metropolitan area. CCF should develop a network of 
regular suppliers and acknowledge their role as providers through the CCF website or at the Farm 
through signage. If CCF adopts Regenerative Agriculture as its guiding farming philosophy, it 
should seek external feed from other regenerative farms.  

Recommendation 12 
CCF should investigate creation of an alternative mowing and weed control service using its 
sheep and goats (and in special circumstances its cows and horses). 

Recommendation 13 
CCF should seek opportunities to find alternative sources of hay, including from possible uptake 
of differential mowing practices by local government and from Regenerative Agriculture farmers. 

Through this service CCF would be paid to provide grazing animals in lieu of petrol mowers, 
premised on this being less noisy, carbon-polluting and expensive than using traditional mowing 
contractors. (I suggest that the service be called Ewe-Mow or something similar.) The advantage to 
CCF of course is that its animals are fed, taking pressure off the Farm’s paddocks.  

One of the most fascinating revelations from my time at CCF was that the Farm did create such a 
service in the past, providing horses and cows to the National Trust’s Como House. This 
relationship/partnership lasted several years before ending for no particular reason (as far as I can 
gather). CCF’s animals currently graze two large paddocks at the Convent, French’s Meadow and 
St Mary’s; without this grazing these paddocks would have to be mechanically mown or slashed.  

Creating a Ewe-Mow service, especially for using sheep in a public park, would require thinking 
carefully through a range of issues, from animal welfare (e.g. protecting sheep from dogs) to 
human health (e.g. managing manure). Sheep manure could of course be used to provide organic 
fertiliser for park garden beds. Nevertheless, CCF has skilled staff and volunteers many of whom 
could act as literal urban shepherds to protect sheep in their new role, especially if used in 
combination with light weight temporary fencing.  

The City of Yarra is the obvious first port of call for discussions on using this service in a large park 
such as the Edinburgh Gardens. The Ewe-Mow grazing service would help the City of Yarra 

Figure 38. Differential mowing at Yarra Bend Park 
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achieve several actions in its draft Climate Emergency Plan 2020-2024 especially around reducing 
carbon emissions in Council vehicles but also for using its parks to ‘create a climate-adapted city’ 
(City of Yarra 2019, p32).  

Trial runs could also take place at the Burnley Campus of the University of Melbourne or at 
schools nearby (downstream on the Yarra) such as Melbourne Girls College. Whatever the 
location, a small pilot project, even as a relatively symbolic, one-off trial would be a ground-
breaking event that would attract a lot of publicity for the Farm and could become part of an 
annual fund-raising program. A more long-term program could become a valuable educational 
outreach service. Initial discussions on using goats for woody weed control should start with Parks 
Victoria who manage Yarra Bend park adjacent to CCF across the Yarra River.  
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Indigenous Horticulture/Agriculture 
CCF preserves the farming landscape and agricultural heritage of the neighbouring Convent Arts 
precinct. There is, of course, an active production heritage and tradition much more ancient than 
the advent of European farming on the Yarra in the early 19th century. The Farm was once part of a 
mosaic of landscapes used for cultivation and harvesting of a range of food plants by indigenous 
people. It remains of great significance to the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation.  

In 2017, in acknowledgement of this tradition, former CCF staff member Elli Pavlou developed an 
indigenous food garden with the Narap team of the Wurundjeri Council. Creating this garden 
involved clearing out woody weeds from the woodlot known as the Witches’ Garden and planting 
it out with a mix of locally indigenous First Nations plants, such as Yam Daisy, as well as 
Australian food plants from non-local ecosystems, e.g. Finger Lime from northern New South 
Wales. This project has turned this woodlot into an ‘activated space’ for educational tours. As 
noted previously, by creating a central pathway and leaving the gate unlocked, visitors can also 
walk through the garden at their leisure.  

From a food production perspective, the main limit of this garden is the competition from the large 
established trees, especially through shade. The new First Nations Food Garden, opposite the pig 
enclosures, has been designed to provide a more productive growing space, largely free from 
competition with trees. Two recently employed part-time horticulturists work on the garden. At the 
time of writing the hard elements of the garden had just been completed. Plant material for the 
project should be in the ground sometime in autumn 2020. The area for planting is sufficiently 
large that in season indigenous foods, such as Yam Daisy tubers will be available for the Farm café 
to prepare.  

As a society we are going through a revolution in our understanding of, and appreciation for the 
pre-colonial food production practices and horticulture of Traditional Owners. Much of this 
growing awareness has been popularised through the work of Bruce Pascoe, especially through his 
book Dark Emu. This interest is translating into widespread interest in growing indigenous food 
plants and for developing on-ground projects such as the CCF First Nations Garden. This period of 
experimentation and development is only likely to grow. The most exciting prospect for this 
development is the aspiration of Traditional Owners themselves to grow and farm traditional 
plants and crops.  

Recommendation 14 
CCF should continue its collaboration with the Wurundjeri Council and other indigenous 
partners to further development of First Nations agriculture/horticulture on the Farm; it should 
continue its employment of qualified horticulturists to develop new indigenous garden or 
landscape projects and maintain current ones (as per Urban Horticulture p29 above). 
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Ecological Restoration and Biodiversity Protection 
In the early years of the Farm, CCF staff and volunteers faced the daunting task of removing large 
blackberry infestations on abandoned sections of the Convent farm and clearing the riverbanks of 
willow trees, a declared weed in Victoria. Subsequent revegetation works in the 1990s at the 
height of the Landcare movement were very successful and now form a core part of the Farm’s 
landscape character. These plantings include the narrow band of indigenous trees and shrubs 
along the river, the main woodlots and River Red Gums in paddocks planted as specimen trees. 
Nature conservation projects at the Farm have also included installation of nesting boxes and more 
recently, plantings of understorey species such as grasses and forbs. These plantings occur in 
partnership with the Merri Creek Management Committee with funds from Melbourne Water.  

The Farm’s new gardeners have begun applying for further funds to continue this work. The new 
garden staff, with horticultural skills that range from food production to ecological restoration, 
have also begun connecting revegetation projects to workshops and volunteer education. On-
going and increased employment of horticulturists at CCF and construction of nursery facilities (as 
recommended on p29 above) will allow the Farm to propagate indigenous plants for on-site 
projects and for sale to the public. The proposed indigenous pasture area project, discussed under 
Regenerative Agriculture above, represents an innovative biodiversity project that will require in-
house expertise to develop.  

The City of Yarra, in which CCF sits, is finalising its Nature Strategy 2020-2024.  The current draft 
strategy calls for the establishment of networks of land managers who hold bushland/biodiversity 
assets and skills. CCF is mentioned in this document for its urban agriculture expertise but not in 
relation to biodiversity management and protection. CCF has the opportunity to become a leader 
in ecological restoration practice within the City of Yarra.  

Recommendation 15 
CCF continue its long-term commitment to ecological restoration by expanding its capacity 
through employment of qualified horticulturists and development of nursery facilities (as per 
Urban Horticulture p29 above). 
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Therapeutic and Community Horticulture 
Therapeutic horticulture refers to the use of plants and gardening to help people alleviate stress, 
anxiety, depression, loneliness and boredom. It is a broad term in that all forms of gardening can 
be argued to deal with these issues. For that reason, in order to give the term a more precise 
meaning, therapeutic horticulture is often associated with high quality gardens linked to programs 
that target specific at-risk groups. These groups are then encouraged by trained 
gardeners/facilitators to enjoy a garden or horticultural activity, e.g. weeding, watering, planting, 
propagating etc. Community horticulture is an even broader terms that encompasses people 
participating in ‘gardening’ in public landscape settings. This participation ranges from people 
volunteering to plant indigenous vegetation to managing a plot in a community garden.  

Given the definitions above, CCF has a long history of therapeutic and community horticulture.  
There are various ways to strengthen and improve the quality of the Farm’s offerings in this area. 
The most important of these is to continue to build a strong gardening/horticulture team, one that 
is happy to facilitate hands-on gardening programs or experiences for children and adults from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and at-risk communities, including migrants, refugees and the elderly.  

In terms of specific horticultural approaches, an example would be to renovate the Nursery 
Garden as a high-quality sensory garden perhaps with an extra focus on attracting useful pollinator 
invertebrate species to particular plants. This would simply involve working from the garden’s 
solid foundation of fragrant and interesting plants, developing an inventory of species present and 
adding to the overall suite of attractive, ‘sensory’ plants over time. Developing a CCF nursery will 
also allow for ‘therapeutic’ propagation and sale of plants by supported volunteers. The 
Community Nursery at Pepper Tree Place in Coburg provides a good model for CCF to explore.  

Recommendation 16 
CCF continue expanding its capacity to deliver therapeutic horticulture programs through 
employment of qualified horticulturists and development of nursery facilities (as per Urban 
Horticulture p29 above). 

  

  



 

Collingwood Children’s Farm Landscape and Vegetation Consultation Report 59 

Water 
Water management is an important issue for the Farm, mainly for watering livestock and for 
irrigating crops and gardens, including trees. Although CCF has a 16 megalitre water licence 
which allows it to pump directly from the Yarra, most informal advice to the Farm has been to not 
use this resource. This is because the water in this section of the Yarra is brackish and polluted 
(although the level of pollution needs verification through testing). Advice from Chris Walsh 
(amongst others) from the Water Group at the School of Ecosystem and Forest Sciences, University 
of Melbourne, is that the best contribution towards river health is to help lessen the storm water 
load into the Yarra. Therefore, at some point in the future CCF should work in partnership with the 
Abbotsford Convent Foundation to harvest water from the Convent’s large roof area to store on the 
Farm. This would be a major undertaking and the Farm needs a specialist consultant to advise on 
long term water management, especially regarding harvest, storage and any possible associated 
developments such as creating biofilters and/or wetlands.  

However, for the time being, the Farm is reliant on mains or town water supplied by Yarra Valley 
Water. The Farm’s current water bill of approximately $15,000 per annum is not large relative to 
other comparable forms of urban green space which have irrigation needs beyond natural rainfall, 
e.g. sports fields or botanic gardens. In accordance with the water management philosophy 
outlined by Connellan (2013) for Australian landscapes, the most important thing is to be clear on 
irrigation objectives, especially when the goals for growing plants and animals (in the Farm’s case) 
are linked ultimately to public health and well-being. Technical efficiency in delivering water will 
then achieve water conservation and financial (savings) goals.  

The amount of water used at the Farm will increase under the proposal to create a market garden 
and an urban forestry program (at least for tree establishment). Irrigation via drip systems, carefully 
calibrated to match crop/tree needs will help minimise the amount used and the financial impost, 
as will a careful plant selection process that chooses species with high tolerance of low soil 
moisture or drought.  

Recommendation 17 
CCF should engage the services of a consultant to assess long term water harvesting and storage 
options for the Farm. 
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Education, Interpretation and Signage 
The Farm is predicated on the idea of education through participation in farming by disadvantaged 
children. Over 40 years this has broadened to encompass primary school groups on general tours, 
the Young Farmers program and participation of children and adults with disabilities. There is 
scope to expand the educational focus of the Farm through development of programs or activities 
that include secondary and tertiary students. Currently, veterinary science students do work 
experience at CCF with staff responsible for animal husbandry. The same kind of work experience 
or internships could be offered to urban horticulture, landscape architecture and agricultural 
science students. This would especially be the case if more systematic monitoring of the Farm’s 
environmental assets became a key feature of operations through a Regenerative Agriculture 
framework, e.g. ranging from climate monitoring to on-going soil testing.  

Expanding programs raises questions about staff capability and capacity to develop and implement 
new projects, mostly around time and skills/qualifications. However, for tertiary institutions 
especially, one of the main considerations is simply access to a significant site or landscape. As 
with the RDA horse riding program, educational programs and workshops, or on-going 
environmental monitoring projects, could be conducted after hours, or at least independently of 
CCF staff time.  

Interpretation and Signage 
As I described in my section on general observations, the Farm has very poor signage, both 
directional and educational (interpretive). This is an obvious problem which the Farm 
management team and CoM are aware of. As previously discussed, it could be argued that the 
general fee-paying public are more interested in the simple ‘petting zoo’ aspects of the Farm, and 
not in even the simplest messages around farming, animals or wildlife (for example). However, this 
argument sells short the richness of the Farm’s history, landscape and operations. Although 
developing a coherent and creative interpretation project for any landscape (from monuments to 
national parks) can be time consuming and expensive, the Farm is starting from such a low base 
that even the simplest approach would be a vast improvement. At the Bundoora Farm run by the 
City of Darebin signage provides basic but concise information on everything from cow digestion 
to how compost bins work (see Figure 41, Figure 39, and Figure 42). This style of signage is 
informative and even ‘entertaining’ to children and adults alike.  

Recommendation 18 
CCF should develop an interpretation program around its key features and environmental assets, 
build partnerships with tertiary institutions for monitoring and research of key environmental 
and agricultural issues and establish basic directional signage in critical nodes of the Farm.  

Interpretive signage and/or pre-recorded digital tours of the Farm could be developed on almost 
any aspect of the Farm’s history and operations, from the past and present life of Traditional 
Owners to the kinds of trees growing on the Farm. A special effort should be made to develop high 
quality interpretation of values associated with the Farm’s connection to the Yarra (Birrarung). 

Although the CCF website explains the Farm’s core mission well, I think that the work of staff and 
referred volunteers remains too unexplored or mysterious as you walk through the Farm, even after 
repeated visits. Fee paying visitors should get a much stronger sense of the Farm’s role in the lives 
of its supported volunteers and equally to appreciate the great contribution of volunteers to the life 
of the Farm. Ideally, the ‘entertainment’ provided to fee paying families would be seen as a bonus 
and a privilege which is secondary to the core mission of CCF. Equally, the work of CCF staff as 
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‘farmers’ is under explored. An interpretation program should include staff training that allows CCF 
staff/farmers to tell diverse Farm stories to visitors, including their own stories as urban based 
Regenerative Agriculturists/Horticulturists. Encouraging organised, educational activities and tours, 
conducted by CCF staff, will take pressure off the Farm paddocks by inviting visitors to explore and 
enjoy aspects of the Farm beyond tractor rides and animal feeding. A very simple first step would 
be to have CCF staff should wear clear name tags on their uniforms.  

Poorly done, too many signs and information boards 
can lead to visual clutter, but basic directional 
signage is important, and this should be focused on 
key intersections at the Farm.  

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 41. Ecological interpretation at Glen Iris Wetland, City of 
Stonnington 

Figure 39. Composting signage at Bundoora Farm Figure 42. Cow stomach signage at Bundoora Farm 

Figure 40. Interpretation of Wurundjeri culture, Yarra 
River, Kew, City of Boroondara 
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Role of Staff: Capacity and In-House Planning 
CCF is extremely fortunate in having a workforce with diverse qualifications and skills and one 
that knows the landscape and its operations well. During the life of this project I have asked myself 
two questions above all others:  

● What is fundamentally different about the Collingwood Children’s Farm?  
● What is its greatest strength(s)?  

In the end I had the same two answers for each question. The first answer that applies to both 
questions is the obvious one of the Farm’s beautiful setting of river and bush. The second answer 
for both questions is that the Farm has dedicated staff and, critically, a relatively high number of 
staff compared to other forms of urban green space in the metropolitan area, typically council run 
parks and gardens.  

I then asked myself whether these points of difference and strengths can contribute greatly to an 
expanded or improved vision of CCF’s work and mission. The short answer is ‘yes’ and the longer 
answer is detailed below.  

The Farm is 40 years old and its mission has long expanded beyond its original brief of providing 
farm experiences for inner city children with (social and economic) disadvantage. The scope has 
widened over time to include children and adults with special needs and disabilities, as well as all 
children and their parents subject to an entry fee. The Farm has become a unique open space 
offering in the inner city.  

In Australia, government agencies, especially local councils, increasingly manage urban green 
spaces to deal more explicitly with a range of public health and well-being issues. Ideally, public 
parks and gardens should be as multifunctional and as attractive as possible, dealing with issues as 
wide ranging as the climate emergency, a lack of contact with nature in cities, the loneliness 
epidemic, and the need to encourage exercise to combat obesity and diabetes epidemics. 
However, most parks must aim to do this passively without specialised staff to help facilitate 
activities or ‘activation’ of spaces. In other parts of the world, notably in New Zealand, medical 
practitioners prescribe facilitated ‘park visits’ where the cost of the ‘park coach’ provided by the 
park management organisation is covered by health insurance (see O’Mallon 2019 for a 
description of pilot program in Canberra). In New York City the city’s iconic 800 acre Central Park 
has been revitalised by increasing staff numbers and training, especially through the use of 
gardeners as communicators with visitors, after the park became run-down (and dangerous) in the 
late 1970s.  

Given the context above, CCF is already providing a range of health and well-being services at a 
level above that achieved by most urban green space; this is largely due to its relatively high staff 
numbers. With ‘boots on the ground’ CCF can afford to run its specialist programs while it also 
provides access to an attractive farm landscape on a river setting. Revenues from visitor and 
function fees allow for this high level of employment. Therefore, CCF should see its staff as a vital 
asset and point of difference with other types of open space while it positions itself more clearly as 
a provider of multi-functional and stimulating urban green space. 

Capability, Capacity and Planning 
Improvements and changes to the Farm landscape recommended in this report are dependent on 
CCF having engaged employees who understand their important role as stewards and facilitators of 
an environmentally and historically significant landscape. The Regenerative Agriculture principles 
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outlined earlier (p47) are designed to provide context and guidance for staff so that ultimately all 
Farm projects and activities aim to improve the landscape and its ‘services’. 

Specific recommendations, such as suggested changes to the Stables Paddock, the proposed 
market garden, and development of a signage and interpretation program, will offer opportunities 
for CCF’s staff to expand their role as educators, and health and well-being facilitators. (Perhaps, 
over time, as CCF staff develop their confidence and expertise, they should be given the 
opportunity to profile their skills and interests on the CCF website.)   

CCF staff demonstrate high levels of capability for their current tasks and chores; this capability 
would allow for implementation of most of the recommendations in this report. However, staff 
capacity to implement projects in a systematic and timely manner is less obvious and is mostly 
limited by a lack of time and a backlog of on-going maintenance tasks that need attention first. In 
order to greatly improve capacity, I have recommended that CCF employ the equivalent of three 
full-time horticulturists.  

I introduced this report by saying that CCF lacks a culture of organisational reflection on mission 
and purpose as they relate to everyday operations. This project is part of a wider process at CCF to 
change that culture to one that encourages reflection and a level of constructive ‘disruption’ to 
achieve greater clarity around purpose. Part of achieving a better culture will be having more 
functional planning processes that allow Farm activities and proposed projects to be discussed 
more collectively, given the complexity of CCF’s operations and landscape context. 

Recommendation 19 
CCF should adopt an in-house whole-farm planning process involving key staff and CoM 
members to develop new projects or to create briefs for consultants/designers, with the aim to 
achieve maximum organisational buy-in for any proposed changes. 

This process would follow methodologies used for whole-farming planning, combining use of 
aerial images with transparent overlays with on-ground exercises and discussions. I cannot 
emphasise enough the need for all staff and CoM members to become familiar with how the Farm 
landscape looks from the air. This requires producing large A1 and A0 sized aerial images and 
using these frequently at meetings and workshops to plan activities and projects. This will greatly 
improve the spatial literacy of staff and committee members and help produce more creative but 
realistic decisions, both operationally and financially. This will also greatly help fundraising efforts, 
especially where staff and CoM members are encouraged to make external presentations to 
potential donors on new projects. In this scenario, being able to explain proposed projects visually 
and spatially will greatly help tell the ‘compelling story’ of the Farm and its revitalisation.  

As discussed earlier, these planning exercises can be used to create briefs for consultants and 
designers where large projects seem beyond the capability of current staff or CoM members. The 
aim is always however to use in-house skills to find workable solutions in the first instance before 
reaching out for external skills and assistance. 

Below I give simple but pragmatic examples of changes or proposals on aerial images which can 
be used as the basis for planning and decision making.  
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Areas and Ideas for Consideration  
The following diagrams provide recommendations and suggestions for sections of the Farm, 
including obscure, neglected or underutilised parts of the property. These suggestions are provided 
as the basis for in-house planning sessions by both staff and CoM members and as future projects 
for the horticultural staff. They are also designed to simply stimulate discussion about land use at 
the Farm including for issues already outlined in this report eg. rationalising the footprint and 
impact of the farmers’ market.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Zora's Paddock: extend laneway (as per 2016 Phillip Johnson plan). (Image NearMap 2019) 
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 Figure 44. Woodlots, riiparian walk, wetland project with Abbotsford Convent (image source: NearMap 2019) 
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Figure 45. Nursery, isolated fruit trees near Steiner School, planting of retaining wall bed (image: NearMap 2019) 
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Figure 46. Boutique Farmers' Market Concept (aerial image source: NearMap, 2019) 
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Partnerships and Funding Sources  
The following organisations are mostly well-known to CCF but are listed here as potential partners 
or funding sources for projects recommended in this report.  

● City of Yarra 
● Wurundjeri Council 
● Burnley Campus, University of Melbourne eg. internships 
● Melbourne Polytechnic 
● Parks Victoria 
● Melbourne Girls College 
● Melbourne Water 
● Yarra Riverkeepers Association 
● Port Phillip and Westernport Catchment Management Authority (PPWCMA) 
● 3000 Acres 
● FareShare 
● ASRC 
● STREAT 
● Conservation Volunteers Australia (CVA) 
● Country Women’s Association (CWA) 
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Conclusion and Timelines 
For 40 years the Collingwood Children’s Farm has provided a rural experience in the inner city of 
Melbourne. Over this period, its mission to give disadvantaged children positive opportunities and 
experiences through farming has expanded to include teenagers and adults with disabilities as 
well. The Farm has also evolved into a general attraction for young children across the 
metropolitan area. Having paid an entrance fee, children and their carers can engage with 
diversity of farm animals, have food and coffee at the café, attend a monthly farmers’ market and 
enjoy the Farm’s beautiful setting of bush, escarpment and river.  

I have been privileged to work at CCF, researching the Farm landscape, its past and current 
operations and thinking about options for its future. This research reveals that over many decades 
committed staff and management have worked hard to create a well-designed property in the spirit 
and reality of Landcare, permaculture and whole-farm planning. While this rich legacy is the 
foundation for the Farm’s current appeal and core work, I have found that the CCF needs to 
manage its landscape more effectively to stop it degrading and to make it a more stimulating and 
educational place to visit. CCF are stewards for a farming landscape that goes back to the earliest 
years of European agriculture in Victoria and before that to a landscape managed by Traditional 
Owners for tens of thousands of years. Its location on the Yarra River places the Farm in a unique 
environmental context.  

I have recommended that the Farm put its thinking and operations into a Regenerative Agriculture 
framework so that it can reset its vision and practice for the 21st century, one that caters 
specifically for its urban location and community. CCF and its staff can demonstrate urban farming 
and provide multi-functional urban green space that greatly enhances community health and well-
being. Revitalising the Farm will make it an inspiring community asset as we increasingly face the 
challenges of increased population and the climate emergency. Below, I present timelines for key 
recommendations in this report and several high priority actions.  

Timelines and Priorities 
1. Key staff to enact recommendations from Greenwood (2015) Arborist’s Report for removal 

of dead, dying or dangerous trees on CCF land. This will require obtaining quotes from a 
qualified arborist and applying for a planning permit from the City of Yarra. Consideration 
should be given to harvesting and milling of timber from some of these trees, especially the 
Monterey Cypress.  

 

Timing: As soon as possible. 
 
8. Pasture plan: key staff to write/draw up preliminary plan for managing pasture on existing 

paddocks. The plan should be based on key recommendations of the 2014 SKM report around 
resting and restoring key CCF paddocks. The plan should also consider a proposed system of 
laneways for Pump Paddock which is currently used for tractor rides. Initial consideration 
should be given to the idea of creating a grazing service in local parks and gardens with CCF 
sheep.  

 

Timing: by July 2020. 
 
9. Employ three full time equivalent horticulturists/gardeners. Further actions recommended in 

this report are dependent on this action, namely:  
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• creation of market garden in Barn Paddock;  
• planning and development of nursery facilities;  
• on-going development and maintenance of First Nations Garden;  
• refurbishment of Nursery Garden;  
• urban forestry program;  
• on-going planting and maintenance of other spaces across the Farm landscape including 

Orchard Garden, woodlots, Stables Paddock etc. 
 

Timing: In order to drive the projects above, three FTE horticulturists should be recruited by 
June/July 2020 (current general horticulture staff are at 1.2 FTE). Existing CCF staff, including 
the recently recruited part-time gardeners all have the capability to drive the conversion of 
Barn Paddock into a market garden, including setting goals, developing budgets and designing 
layout and crop schedules. Their capacity to develop the project is, however, limited without 
employment of extra staff or increased hours. If staffing levels are right a partial conversion of 
Barn Paddock by way of an initial demonstration of market gardening could begin during 
winter and spring of 2020 (June – November), i.e. in time for the 2020-2021 growing season. 
However, the initial on-site planning meeting and on-going discussion is the highest priority 
(as described below).  

 
10. Barn Paddock conversion into market garden and Stables restoration - initial planning 

meeting (as per Recommendation 19) with key staff and CoM members for creation of a 
market garden and for discussion of associated recommendations for Stables Paddock (for 
increased use for grazing and restoration as multi-functional green space – see point 7 below).  

 
Timing: April-May 2020 
 

11. Development of Urban Forestry program. A full-scale roll-out of trees will need to take place 
over several years and include discussions with the City of Yarra and the Abbottsford Convent. 
A planting program (including tree list and planting locations) should be developed by 
horticultural staff throughout 2020.  
 

Timing: May-July. An initial planting of some advanced trees could take place in late autumn 
and winter 2020 by way of a program launch.  

 
12. Development of Nursery. Creating a basic propagation system (bays for potting mix, potting 

tables, polytunnel and shade area) will depend on assessment of the area recommended for 
development (area behind compost bays down to Stables Paddock). If an in-house design and 
build was done, materials could come from a variety of sources and the nursery developed in 
stages beginning with a temporary/makeshift facility. Even for a small nursery planning is 
important in terms of water management (around quantity used and reticulation where 
possible) so a professional design and quotation for construction would be justified.  

 
Timing: Initial planning meeting by May 2020; construction of fully designed nursery space 
sometime in 2021/2022m or temporary structures in 2020 (perhaps elsewhere on Farm).  
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13. Stables Paddock restoration. The restoration and redevelopment of Stables Paddock is the 
most complex of the recommendations made in this report. Restoring the pasture on the 
paddock will require reconfiguration of the farmers’ market. Creating access to the Yarra River 
through a major landscaping project or development of a play space or major interpretive 
areas will require a design process and funding.  

 
As a result, this project will require a lengthy planning process and significant partnership 
formation with a range of stakeholders including the Wurundjeri Council, Melbourne Water 
and Melbourne Farmers’ Markets to name a few.  
 
Timing: An on-site and preliminary planning meeting (as per Recommendation 19) should 
take place before May 2020. This will be an on-going project (and process) and make take 
several years to implement.  
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